
  [image: wilde]



  



  The

  Complete

  Works


  of


  O S C A R

  W I L D E


  



  
    contents.


      


    p  l  a  y  s


    Vera.


    The Duchess of Padua.


    Lady Windermere’s Fan.


    A Woman of No Importance.


    An Ideal Husband.


    The Importance of Being Earnest.


    Salomé.  [French]  [English]


    La Sainte Courtisane.


    A Florentine Tragedy.


      


    n  o  v  e  l


    The Picture of Dorian Gray.


    [1890 magazine publication]


    [1891 book publication]


      


    s  t  o  r  i  e  s


    The Happy Prince and Other Tales.


    Lord Arthur Savile’s Crime and Other Stories.


    A House of Pomegranates.


      


    p  o  e  m  s


      


    e  s  s  a  y  s


    Intentions.


    The Soul of Man under Socialism.


    De Profundis.


    Lectures, Essays, and Criticism.


      


    r  e  v  i  e  w  s


      


    index

  


  PLAYS.


  Vera, or,

  The Nihilists.


  A Drama

  in a Prologue and Four Acts


  by


  Oscar Wilde


  London: Ranken & Co., 1880


  [The text follows the

  1927 Methuen & Co. edition.]


  
    contents.


     

      

     


    Prologue.


    Act I.


    Act II.


    Act III.


    Act IV.

  


  
    the persons of the prologue.


    Peter Sabouroff, an Innkeeper.


    Vera Sabouroff, his Daughter.


    Michael, a Peasant.


    Colonel Kotemkin.


    Scene: Russia.


    Time: 1795.


    the persons of the play.


    Ivan the Czar.


    Prince Paul Maraloffski, Prime Minister of Russia.


    Prince Petrovitch.


    Count Rouvaloff.


    Marquis de Poivrard.


    Baron Raff.


    General Kotemkin.


    A Page.


    nihilists.


    Peter Tchernavitch, President of the Nihilists.


    Michael.


    Alexis Ivanacievitch, known as a Student of Medicine.


    Professor Marfa.


    Vera Sabouroff.


    Soldiers, Conspirators, &c.


    Scene: Moscow.


    Time: 1800.

  


  
    Prologue.


    Scene—A Russian Inn.


    [Large door opening on snowy landscape at back of stage.]


    [Peter Sabouroff and Michael.]


    Peter. [Warming his hands at a stove.] Has Vera not come back yet, Michael?


    Michael. No, Father Peter, not yet; ’tis a good three miles to the post office, and she has to milk the cows besides, and that dun one is a rare plaguey creature for a wench to handle.


    Peter. Why didn’t you go with her, you young fool? she’ll never love you unless you are always at her heels; women like to be bothered.


    Michael. She says I bother her too much already, Father Peter, and I fear she’ll never love me after all.


    Peter. Tut, tut, boy, why shouldn’t she? you’re young and wouldn’t be ill-favoured either, had God or thy mother given thee another face. Aren’t you one of Prince Maraloffski’s gamekeepers; and haven’t you got a good grass farm, and the best cow in the village? What more does a girl want?


    Michael. But Vera, Father Peter——


    Peter. Vera, my lad, has got too many ideas; I don’t think much of ideas myself; I’ve got on well enough in life without ’em; why shouldn’t my children? There’s Dmitri! could have stayed here and kept the inn; many a young lad would have jumped at the offer in these hard times; but he, scatter-brained featherhead of a boy, must needs go off to Moscow to study the law! What does he want knowing about the law! let a man do his duty, say I, and no one will trouble him.


    Michael. Ay! but, Father Peter, they say a good lawyer can break the law as often as he likes, and no one can say him nay.


    Peter. That is about all they are good for; and there he stays, and has not written a line to us for four months now—a good son that, eh?


    Michael. Come, come, Father Peter, Dmitri’s letters must have gone astray—perhaps the new postman can’t read; he looks stupid enough, and Dmitri, why, he was the best fellow in the village. Do you remember how he shot the bear at the barn in the great winter?


    Peter. Ay, it was a good shot; I never did a better myself.


    Michael. And as for dancing, he tired out three fiddlers Christmas come two years.


    Peter. Ay, ay, he was a merry lad. It is the girl that has the seriousness—she goes about as solemn as a priest for days at a time.


    Michael. Vera is always thinking of others.


    Peter. There is her mistake, boy. Let God and our little Father look to the world. It is none of my work to mend my neighbour’s thatch. Why, last winter old Michael was frozen to death in his sleigh in the snowstorm, and his wife and children starved afterwards when the hard times came; but what business was it of mine? I didn’t make the world. Let God and the Czar look to it. And then the blight came, and the black plague with it, and the priests couldn’t bury the people fast enough, and they lay dead on the roads—men and women both. But what business was it of mine? I didn’t make the world. Let God and the Czar look to it. Or two autumns ago, when the river overflowed on a sudden, and the children’s school was carried away and drowned every girl and boy in it. I didn’t make the world—let God and the Czar look to it.


    Michael. But, Father Peter——


    Peter. No, no, boy; no man could live if he took his neighbour’s pack on his shoulders. [Enter Vera in peasant’s dress.] Well, my girl, you’ve been long enough away—where is the letter?


    Vera. There is none to-day, Father.


    Peter. I knew it.


    Vera. But there will be one to-morrow, Father.


    Peter. Curse him, for an ungrateful son.


    Vera. Oh, Father, don’t say that; he must be sick.


    Peter. Ay! sick of profligacy, perhaps.


    Vera. How dare you say that of him, Father? You know that is not true.


    Peter. Where does the money go, then? Michael, listen. I gave Dmitri half his mother’s fortune to bring with him to pay the lawyer folk of Moscow. He has only written three times, and every time for more money. He got it, not at my wish, but at hers [pointing to Vera], and now for five months, close on six almost, we have heard nothing from him.


    Vera. Father, he will come back.


    Peter. Ay! the prodigals always return; but let him never darken my doors again.


    Vera. [Sitting down pensive.] Some evil has come on him; he must be dead! Oh! Michael, I am so wretched about Dmitri.


    Michael. Will you never love any one but him, Vera?


    Vera. [Smiling.] I don’t know; there is so much else to do in the world but love.


    Michael. Nothing else worth doing, Vera.


    Peter. What noise is that, Vera? [A metallic clink is heard.]


    Vera. [Rising and going to the door.] I don’t know, Father; it is not like the cattle bells, or I would think Nicholas had come from the fair. Oh! Father! it is soldiers!—coming down the hill—there is one of them on horseback. How pretty they look! But there are some men with them with chains on! They must be robbers. Oh! don’t let them in, Father; I couldn’t look at them.


    Peter. Men in chains! Why, we are in luck, my child! I heard this was to be the new road to Siberia, to bring the prisoners to the mines; but I didn’t believe it. My fortune is made! Bustle, Vera, bustle! I’ll die a rich man after all. There will be no lack of good customers now. An honest man should have the chance of making his living out of rascals now and then.


    Vera. Are these men rascals, Father? What have they done?


    Peter. I reckon they’re some of those Nihilists the priest warns us against. Don’t stand there idle, my girl.


    Vera. I suppose, then, they are all wicked men.


    [Sound of soldiers outside; cry of “Halt!” enter Russian officer with a body of soldiers and eight men in chains, raggedly dressed; one of them on entering hurriedly puts his coat above his ears and hides his face; some soldiers guard the door, others sit down; the prisoners stand.]


    Colonel. Innkeeper!


    Peter. Yes, Colonel.


    Colonel. [Pointing to Nihilists.] Give these men some bread and water.


    Peter. [To himself.] I shan’t make much out of that order.


    Colonel. As for myself, what have you got fit to eat?


    Peter. Some good dried venison, your Excellency—and some rye whisky.


    Colonel. Nothing else?


    Peter. Why, more whisky, Your Excellency.


    Colonel. What clods these peasants are! You have a better room than this?


    Peter. Yes, sir.


    Colonel. Bring me there. Sergeant, post your picket outside, and see that these scoundrels do not communicate with any one. No letter writing, you dogs, or you’ll be flogged for it. Now for the venison. [To Peter bowing before him.] Get out of the way, you fool! Who is that girl? [Sees Vera.]


    Peter. My daughter, Your Highness.


    Colonel. Can she read and write?


    Peter. Ay, that she can, sir.


    Colonel. Then she is a dangerous woman. No peasant should be allowed to do anything of the kind. Till your fields, store your harvest, pay your taxes, and obey your masters—that is your duty.


    Vera. Who are our masters?


    Colonel. Young woman, these men are going to the mines for life for asking the same foolish question.


    Vera. Then they have been unjustly condemned.


    Peter. Vera, keep your tongue quiet. She is a foolish girl, sir, who talks too much.


    Colonel. Every woman does talk too much. Come, where is this venison? Count, I am waiting for you. How can you see anything in a girl with coarse hands? [He passes with Peter and his Aide-de-Camp into an inner room.]


    Vera. [To one of the Nihilists.] Won’t you sit down? you must be tired.


    Sergeant. Come now, young woman, no talking to my prisoners.


    Vera. I shall speak to them. How much do you want?


    Sergeant. How much have you?


    Vera. Will you let these men sit down if I give you this? [Takes off her peasant’s necklace.] It is all I have; it was my mother’s.


    Sergeant. Well, it looks pretty enough, and it is heavy too. What do you want with these men?


    Vera. They are hungry and tired. Let me go to them?


    One of the Soldiers. Let the wench be, if she pays us.


    Sergeant. Well, have your way. If the Colonel sees you, you may have to come with us, my pretty one.


    Vera. [Advances to the Nihilists.] Sit down; you must be tired. [Serves them food.] What are you?


    Prisoner. Nihilists.


    Vera. Who put you in chains?


    Prisoner. Our father, the Czar.


    Vera. Why?


    Prisoner. For loving liberty too well.


    Vera. [To prisoner, who hides his face.] What did you want to do?


    Dmitri. To give liberty to thirty millions of people enslaved to one man.


    Vera. [Startled at the voice.] What is your name?


    Dmitri. I have no name.


    Vera. Where are your friends?


    Dmitri. I have no friends.


    Vera. Let me see your face.


    Dmitri. You will see nothing but suffering in it. They have tortured me.


    Vera. [Tears the cloak from his face.] Oh, God! Dmitri! my brother!


    Dmitri. Hush! Vera; be calm. You must not let my father know; it would kill him. I thought I could free Russia. I heard men talk of Liberty one night in a café. I had never heard the word before. It seemed to be a new god they spoke of. I joined them. It was there all the money went. Five months ago they seized us. They found me printing the paper. I am going to the mines for life. I could not write. I thought it would be better to let you think I was dead; for they are bringing me to a living tomb.


    Vera. [Looking round.] You must escape, Dmitri. I will take your place.


    Dmitri. Impossible! You can only revenge us.


    Vera. I shall revenge you.


    Dmitri. Listen! there is a house in Moscow——


    Sergeant. Prisoners, attention!—the Colonel is coming—young woman, your time is up.


    [Enter Colonel, Aide-de-Camp and Peter.]


    Peter. I hope Your Highness is pleased with the venison. I shot it myself.


    Colonel. It had been better had you talked less about it. Sergeant, get ready. [Gives purse to Peter.] Here, you cheating rascal!


    Peter. My fortune is made! Long live Your Highness. I hope Your Highness will come often this way.


    Colonel. By Saint Nicholas, I hope not. It is too cold here for me. [To Vera].[.]] Young girl, don’t ask questions again about what does not concern you. I will not forget your face.


    Vera. Nor I yours, or what you are doing.


    Colonel. You peasants are getting too saucy since you ceased to be serfs, and the knout is the best school for you to learn politics in. Sergeant, proceed.


    [The Colonel turns and goes to top of stage. The prisoners pass out double file; as Dmitri passes Vera he lets a piece of paper fall on the ground; she puts her foot on it and remains immobile.]


    Peter. [Who has been counting the money the Colonel gave him.] Long life to Your Highness. I will hope to see another batch soon. [Suddenly catches sight of Dmitri as he is going out of the door, and screams and rushes up.] Dmitri! Dmitri! my God! what brings you here? he is innocent, I tell you. I’ll pay for him. Take your money [flings money on the ground.], take all I have, give me my son. Villains! Villains! where are you bringing him?


    Colonel. To Siberia, old man.


    Peter. No, no; take me instead.


    Colonel. He is a Nihilist.


    Peter. You lie! you lie! He is innocent. [The soldiers force him back with their guns and shut the door against him. He beats with his fists against it.] Dmitri! Dmitri! a Nihilist! [Falls down on floor.]


    Vera. [Who has remained motionless, picks up paper now from under her feet and reads.] “99 Rue Tchernavaya, Moscow. To strangle whatever nature is in me; neither to love nor to be loved; neither to pity nor to be pitied; neither to marry nor to be given in marriage, till the end is come.” My brother, I shall keep the oath. [Kisses the paper.] You shall be revenged!


    [Vera stands immobile, holding paper in her lifted hand. Peter is lying on the floor. Michael, who has just come in, is bending over him.]


     

      


    Act I.


    Scene—99 Rue Tchernavaya, Moscow.


    A large garret lit by oil lamps hung from ceiling. Some masked men standing silent and apart from one another. A man in a scarlet mask is writing at a table. Door at back. Man in yellow with drawn sword at it. Knocks heard. Figures in cloaks and masks enter.


    Password.—Per crucem ad lucem.


    Answer. Per sanguinem ad libertatem.


    [Clock strikes. Conspirators form a semicircle in the middle of the stage.]


    President. What is the word?


    First Conspirator. Nabat.


    President. The answer?


    Second Conspirator. Kalit.


    President. What hour is it?


    Third Conspirator. The hour to suffer.


    President. What day?


    Fourth Conspirator. The day of oppression.


    President. What year?


    Fifth Conspirator. Since the Revolution of France, the ninth year.


    President. How many are we in number?


    Sixth Conspirator. Ten, nine, and three.


    President. The Galilæan had less to conquer the world; but what is our mission?


    Seventh Conspirator. To give freedom.


    President. Our creed?


    Eighth Conspirator. To annihilate.


    President. Our duty?


    Ninth Conspirator. To obey.


    President. Brothers, the questions have been answered well. There are none but Nihilists present. Let us see each other’s faces! [The Conspirators unmask.] Michael, recite the oath.


    Michael. To strangle whatever nature is in us; neither to love nor to be loved, neither to pity nor to be pitied, neither to marry nor to be given in marriage, till the end is come; to stab secretly by night; to drop poison in the glass; to set father against son, and husband against wife; without fear, without hope, without future, to suffer, to annihilate, to revenge.


    President. Are we all agreed?


    Conspirators. We are all agreed. [They disperse in various directions about the stage.]


    President. ’Tis after the hour, Michael, and she is not yet here.


    Michael. Would that she were! We can do little without her.


    Alexis. She cannot have been seized, President? but the police are on her track, I know.


    Michael. You always seem to know a good deal about the movements of the police in Moscow—too much for an honest conspirator.


    President. If those dogs have caught her, the red flag of the people will float on a barricade in every street till we find her! It was foolish of her to go to the Grand Duke’s ball. I told her so, but she said she wanted to see the Czar and all his cursed brood face to face.


    Alexis. Gone to the State ball?


    Michael. I have no fear. She is as hard to capture as a she-wolf is, and twice as dangerous; besides, she is well disguised. But is there any news from the Palace to-night, President? What is that bloody despot doing now besides torturing his only son? Have any of you seen him? One hears strange stories about him. They say he loves the people; but a king’s son never does that. You cannot breed them like that.


    President. Since he came back from abroad a year ago his father has kept him in close prison in his palace.


    Michael. An excellent training to make him a tyrant in his turn; but is there any news, I say?


    President. A council is to be held to-morrow, at four o’clock, on some secret business the spies cannot find out.


    Michael. A council in a king’s palace is sure to be about some bloody work or other. But in what room is this council to be held?


    President. [Reading from letter.] In the yellow tapestry room called after the Empress Catherine.


    Michael. I care not for such long-sounding names. I would know where it is.


    President. I cannot tell, Michael. I know more about the insides of prisons than of palaces.


    Michael. [Speaking suddenly to Alexis.] Where is this room, Alexis?


    Alexis. It is on the first floor, looking out on to the inner courtyard. But why do you ask, Michael?


    Michael. Nothing, nothing, boy! I merely take a great interest in the Czar’s life and movements and I knew you could tell me all about the palace. Every poor student of medicine in Moscow knows all about king’s houses. It is their duty, is it not?


    Alexis. [Aside.] Can Michael suspect me? There is something strange in his manner to-night. Why doesn’t she come? The whole fire of revolution seems fallen into dull ashes when she is not here.


    Michael. Have you cured many patients lately, at your hospital, boy?


    Alexis. There is one who lies sick to death I would fain cure, but cannot.


    Michael. Ay, and who is that?


    Alexis. Russia, our mother.


    Michael. The curing of Russia is surgeon’s business, and must be done by the knife. I like not your method of medicine.


    President. Professor, we have read the proofs of your last article; it is very good indeed.


    Michael. What is it about, Professor?


    Professor. The subject, my good brother, is assassination considered as a method of political reform.


    Michael. I think little of pen and ink in revolutions. One dagger will do more than a hundred epigrams. Still, let us read this scholar’s last production. Give it to me. I will read it myself.


    Professor. Brother, you never mind your stops; let Alexis read it.


    Michael. Ay! he is as tripping of speech as if he were some young aristocrat; but for my own part I care not for the stops so that the sense be plain.


    Alexis. [Reading.] “The past has belonged to the tyrant, and he has defiled it; ours is the future, and we shall make it holy.” Ay! let us make the future holy; let there be one revolution at least which is not bred in crime, nurtured in murder!


    Michael. They have spoken to us by the sword, and by the sword we shall answer! You are too delicate for us, Alexis. There should be none here but men whose hands are rough with labour or red with blood.


    President. Peace, Michael, peace! He is the bravest heart among us.


    Michael. [Aside.] He will need be brave to-night.


    [The sound of the sleigh bells is heard outside.]


    Voice. [Outside.] Per crucem ad lucem.


    Answer of man on guard. Per sanguinem ad libertatem.


    Michael. Who is that?


    Vera. God save the people!


    President. Welcome, Vera, welcome! We have been sick at heart till we saw you; but now methinks the star of freedom has come to wake us from the night.


    Vera. It is night, indeed, brother! Night without moon or star! Russia is smitten to the heart! The man Ivan whom men call the Czar strikes now at our mother with a dagger deadlier than ever forged by tyranny against a people’s life!


    Michael. What has the tyrant done now?


    Vera. To-morrow martial law is to be proclaimed in Russia.


    Omnes. Martial law! We are lost! We are lost!


    Alexis. Martial law! Impossible!


    Michael. Fool, nothing is impossible in Russia but reform.


    Vera. Ay, martial law. The last right to which the people clung has been taken from them. Without trial, without appeal, without accuser even, our brothers will be taken from their houses, shot in the streets like dogs, sent away to die in the snow, to starve in the dungeon, to rot in the mine. Do you know what martial law means? It means the strangling of a whole nation. The streets will be filled with soldiers night and day; there will be sentinels at every door. No man dare walk abroad now but the spy or the traitor. Cooped up in the dens we hide in, meeting by stealth, speaking with bated breath; what good can we do now for Russia?


    President. We can suffer at least.


    Vera. We have done that too much already. The hour is now come to annihilate and to revenge.


    President. Up to this the people have borne everything.


    Vera. Because they have understood nothing. But now we, the Nihilists, have given them the tree of knowledge to eat of, and the day of silent suffering is over for Russia.


    Michael. Martial law, Vera! This is fearful tidings you bring.


    President. It is the death warrant of liberty in Russia.


    Vera. Or the tocsin of revolution.


    Michael. Are you sure it is true?


    Vera. Here is the proclamation. I stole it myself at the ball to-night from a young fool, one of Prince Paul’s secretaries, who had been given it to copy. It was that which made me so late.


    [Vera hands proclamation to Michael, who reads it.]


    Michael. “To insure the public safety—martial law. By order of the Czar, father of his people.” The father of his people!


    Vera. Ay! a father whose name shall not be hallowed, whose kingdom shall change to a republic, whose trespasses shall not be forgiven him, because he has robbed us of our daily bread; with whom is neither might, nor right, nor glory, now or for ever.


    President. It must be about this that the council meet to-morrow. It has not yet been signed.


    Alexis. It shall not be while I have a tongue to plead with.


    Michael. Or while I have hands to smite with.


    Vera. Martial law! O God, how easy it is for a king to kill his people by thousands, but we cannot rid ourselves of one crowned man in Europe! What is there of awful majesty in these men which makes the hand unsteady, the dagger treacherous, the pistol-shot harmless? Are they not men of like passions with ourselves, vulnerable to the same diseases, of flesh and blood not different from our own? What made Olgiati tremble at the supreme crisis of that Roman life, and Guido’s nerve fail him when he should have been of iron and of steel? A plague, I say, on these fools of Naples, Berlin, and Spain! Methinks that if I stood face to face with one of the crowned men my eye would see more clearly, my aim be more sure, my whole body gain a strength and power that was not my own! Oh, to think what stands between us and freedom in Europe! a few old men, wrinkled, feeble, tottering dotards whom a boy could strangle for a ducat, or a woman stab in a night-time. And these are the things that keep us from democracy, that keep us from liberty. But now methinks the brood of men is dead and the dull earth grown sick of child-bearing, else would no crowned dog pollute God’s air by living.


    Omnes. Try us! Try us! Try us!


    Michael. We shall try thee, too, some day, Vera.


    Vera. I pray God thou mayest! Have I not strangled whatever nature is in me, and shall I not keep my oath?


    Michael. [To President.] Martial law, President! Come, there is no time to be lost. We have twelve hours yet before us till the council meet. Twelve hours! One can overthrow a dynasty in less time than that.


    President. Ay! or lose one’s own head.


    [Michael and the President retire to one corner of the stage and sit whispering. Vera takes up the proclamation, and reads it to herself, Alexis watches and suddenly rushes up to her.]


    Alexis. Vera!


    Vera. Alexis, you here! Foolish boy, have I not prayed you to stay away? All of us here are doomed to die before our time, fated to expiate by suffering whatever good we do; but you, with your bright boyish face, you are too young to die yet.


    Alexis. One is never too young to die for one’s country!


    Vera. Why do you come here night after night?


    Alexis. Because I love the people.


    Vera. But your fellow-students must miss you. Are there no traitors among them? You know what spies there are in the University here. O Alexis, you must go! You see how desperate suffering has made us. There is no room here for a nature like yours. You must not come again.


    Alexis. Why do you think so poorly of me? Why should I live while my brothers suffer?


    Vera. You spake to me of your mother once. You said you loved her. Oh, think of her!


    Alexis. I have no mother now but Russia, my life is hers to take or give away; but to-night I am here to see you. They tell me you are leaving for Novgorod to-morrow.


    Vera. I must. They are getting faint-hearted there, and I would fan the flame of this revolution into such a blaze that the eyes of all kings in Europe shall be blinded. If martial law is passed they will need me all the more there. There is no limit, it seems, to the tyranny of one man; but there shall be a limit to the suffering of a whole people.


    Alexis. God knows it, I am with you. But you must not go. The police are watching every train for you. When you are seized they have orders to place you without trial in the lowest dungeon of the palace. I know it—no matter how. Oh, think how without you the sun goes from our life, how the people will lose their leader and liberty her priestess. Vera, you must not go!


    Vera. If you wish it, I will stay. I would live a little longer for freedom, a little longer for Russia.


    Alexis. When you die then Russia is smitten indeed; when you die then I shall lose all hope—all…. Vera, this is fearful news you bring—martial law—it is too terrible. I knew it not, by my soul, I knew it not!


    Vera. How could you have known it? It is too well laid a plot for that. This great White Czar, whose hands are red with the blood of the people he has murdered, whose soul is black with his iniquity, is the cleverest conspirator of us all. Oh, how could Russia bear two hearts like yours and his!


    Alexis. Vera, the Emperor was not always like this. There was a time when he loved the people. It is that devil, whom God curse, Prince Paul Maraloffski who has brought him to this. To-morrow, I swear it, I shall plead for the people to the Emperor.


    Vera. Plead to the Czar! Foolish boy, it is only those who are sentenced to death that ever see our Czar. Besides, what should he care for a voice that pleads for mercy? The cry of a strong nation in its agony has not moved that heart of stone.


    Alexis. [Aside.] Yet I shall plead to him. They can but kill me.


    Professor. Here are the proclamations, Vera. Do you think they will do?


    Vera. I shall read them. How fair he looks? Methinks he never seemed so noble as to-night. Liberty is blessed in having such a lover.


    Alexis. Well, President, what are you deep in?


    Michael. We are thinking of the best way of killing bears. [Whispers to President and leads him aside.]


    Professor. [To Vera.] And the letters from our brothers at Paris and Berlin. What answer shall we send to them?


    Vera. [Takes them mechanically.] Had I not strangled nature, sworn neither to love nor to be loved, methinks I might have loved him. Oh, I am a fool, a traitor myself, a traitor myself! But why did he come amongst us with his bright young face, his heart aflame for liberty, his pure white soul? Why does he make me feel at times as if I would have him as my king, Republican though I be? Oh, fool, fool, fool! False to your oath! weak as water! Have done! Remember what you are—a Nihilist, a Nihilist!


    President. [To Michael.] But you will be seized, Michael.


    Michael. I think not. I will wear the uniform of the Imperial Guard, and the Colonel on duty is one of us. It is on the first floor, you remember; so I can take a long shot.


    President. Shall I tell the brethren?


    Michael. Not a word, not a word! There is a traitor amongst us.


    Vera. Come, are these the proclamations? Yes, they will do; yes, they will do. Send five hundred to Kiev and Odessa and Novgorod, five hundred to Warsaw, and have twice the number distributed among the Southern Provinces, though these dull Russian peasants care little for our proclamations, and less for our martyrdoms. When the blow is struck it must be from the town, not from the country.


    Michael. Ay, and by the sword, not by the goose-quill.


    Vera. Where are the letters from Poland?


    Professor. Here.


    Vera. Unhappy Poland! The eagles of Russia have fed on her heart. We must not forget our brothers there.


    President. Is this true, Michael?


    Michael. Ay, I stake my life on it.


    President. Let the doors be locked, then. Alexis Ivanacievitch entered on our roll of the brothers as a Student of the School of Medicine at Moscow. Why did you not tell us of this bloody scheme of martial law?


    Alexis. I, President?


    Michael. Ay, you! You knew it, none better. Such weapons as these are not forged in a day. Why did you not tell us of it? A week ago there had been time to lay the mine, to raise the barricade, to strike one blow at least for liberty. But now the hour is past! It is too late, it is too late! Why did you keep it a secret from us, I say?


    Alexis. Now by the hand of freedom, Michael, my brother, you wrong me. I knew nothing of this hideous law. By my soul, my brothers, I knew not of it! How should I know?


    Michael. Because you are a traitor! Where did you go when you left us the night of our last meeting here?


    Alexis. To mine own house, Michael.


    Michael. Liar! I was on your track. You left here an hour after midnight. Wrapped in a large cloak, you crossed the river in a boat a mile below the second bridge, and gave the ferryman a gold piece, you, the poor student of medicine! You doubled back twice, and hid in an archway so long that I had almost made up my mind to stab you at once, only that I am fond of hunting. So! you thought that you had baffled all pursuit, did you? Fool! I am a bloodhound that never loses the scent. I followed you from street to street. At last I saw you pass swiftly across the Place St. Isaac, whisper to the guards the secret password, enter the palace by a private door with your own key.


    Conspirators. The palace!


    Vera. Alexis!


    Michael. I waited. All through the dreary watches of our long Russian night I waited, that I might kill you with your Judas hire still hot in your hand. But you never came out; you never left that palace at all. I saw the blood-red sun rise through the yellow fog over the murky town; I saw a new day of oppression dawn on Russia; but you never came out. So you pass nights in the palace, do you? You know the password for the guards! you have a key to a secret door. Oh, you are a spy—you are a spy! I never trusted you, with your soft white hands, your curled hair, your pretty graces. You have no mark of suffering about you; you cannot be of the people. You are a spy—a spy—traitor.


    Omnes. Kill him! Kill him! [Draw their knives.]


    Vera. [Rushing in front of Alexis.] Stand back, I say, Michael! Stand back all! Do not dare lay a hand upon him! He is the noblest heart amongst us.


    Omnes. Kill him! Kill him! He is a spy!


    Vera. Dare to lay a finger on him and I leave you all to yourselves.


    President. Vera, did you not hear what Michael said of him? He stayed all night in the Czar’s palace. He has a password and a private key. What else should he be but a spy?


    Vera. Bah! I do not believe Michael. It is a lie! It is a lie! Alexis, say it is a lie!


    Alexis. It is true. Michael has told what he saw. I did pass that night in the Czar’s palace. Michael has spoken the truth.


    Vera. Stand back, I say; stand back! Alexis, I do not care. I trust you; you would not betray us; you would not sell the people for money. You are honest, true! Oh, say you are no spy!


    Alexis. Spy? You know I am not. I am with you, my brothers, to the death.


    Michael. Ay, to your own death.


    Alexis. Vera, you know I am true.


    Vera. I know it well.


    President. Why are you here, traitor?


    Alexis. Because I love the people.


    Michael. Then you can be a martyr for them?


    Vera. You must kill me first, Michael, before you lay a finger on him.


    President. Michael, we dare not lose Vera. It is her whim to let this boy live. We can keep him here to-night. Up to this he has not betrayed us.


    [Tramp of soldiers outside, knocking at door.]


    Voice. Open in the name of the Emperor!


    Michael. He has betrayed us. This is your doing, spy!


    President. Come, Michael, come. We have no time to cut one another’s throats while we have our own heads to save.


    Voice. Open in the name of the Emperor!


    President. Brothers, be masked all of you. Michael, open the door. It is our only chance.


    [Enter General Kotemkin and soldiers.]


    General. All honest citizens should be in their own houses at an hour before midnight, and not more than five people have a right to meet privately. Have you not noticed the proclamation, fellow?


    Michael. Ay, you have spoiled every honest wall in Moscow with it.


    Vera. Peace, Michael, peace. Nay, sir, we knew it not. We are a company of strolling players travelling from Samara to Moscow to amuse His Imperial Majesty the Czar.


    General. But I heard loud voices before I entered. What was that?


    Vera. We were rehearsing a new tragedy.


    General. Your answers are too honest to be true. Come, let me see who you are. Take off those players’ masks. By St. Nicholas, my beauty, if your face matches your figure, you must be a choice morsel! Come, I say, pretty one; I would sooner see your face than those of all the others.


    President. O God! if he sees it is Vera, we are all lost!


    General. No coquetting, my girl. Come, unmask, I say, or I shall tell my guards to do it for you.


    Alexis. Stand back, I say, General Kotemkin!


    General. Who are you, fellow, that talks with such a tripping tongue to your betters? [Alexis takes his mask off.] His Imperial Highness the Czarevitch!


    Omnes. The Czarevitch! It is all over!


    President. He will give us up to the soldiers.


    Michael. [To Vera.] Why did you not let me kill him? Come, we must fight to the death for it.


    Vera. Peace! he will not betray us.


    Alexis. A whim of mine, General! You know how my father keeps me from the world and imprisons me in the palace. I should really be bored to death if I could not get out at night in disguise sometimes, and have some romantic adventure in town. I fell in with these honest folks a few hours ago.


    General. But, Your Highness——


    Alexis. Oh, they are excellent actors, I assure you. If you had come in ten minutes ago, you would have witnessed a most interesting scene.


    General. Actors, are they, Prince?


    Alexis. Ay, and very ambitious actors, too. They only care to play before kings.


    General. I’ faith, Your Highness, I was in hopes I had made a good haul of Nihilists.


    Alexis. Nihilists in Moscow, General! with you as head of the police? Impossible!


    General. So I always tell your Imperial father. But I heard at the council to-day that that woman Vera Sabouroff, the head of them, had been seen in this very city. The Emperor’s face turned as white as the snow outside. I think I never saw such terror in any man before.


    Alexis. She is a dangerous woman, then, this Vera Sabouroff?


    General. The most dangerous in all Europe.


    Alexis. Did you ever see her, General?


    General. Why, five years ago, when I was a plain Colonel, I remember her, Your Highness, a common waiting girl in an inn. If I had known then what she was going to turn out, I would have flogged her to death on the roadside. She is not a woman at all; she is a sort of devil! For the last eighteen months I have been hunting her, and caught sight of her once last September outside Odessa.


    Alexis. How did you let her go, General?


    General. I was by myself, and she shot one of my horses just as I was gaining on her. If I see her again I shan’t miss my chance. The Emperor has put twenty thousand roubles on her head.


    Alexis. I hope you will get it, General; but meanwhile you are frightening these honest people out of their wits, and disturbing the tragedy. Good night, General.


    General. Yes; but I should like to see their faces, Your Highness.


    Alexis. No, General; you must not ask that; you know how these gipsies hate to be stared at.


    General. Yes. But, Your Highness——


    Alexis. [Haughtily.] General, they are my friends, that is enough. And, General, not a word of this little adventure here, you understand. I shall rely on you.


    General. I shall not forget, Prince. But shall we not see you back to the palace? The State ball is almost over and you are expected.


    Alexis. I shall be there; but I shall return alone. Remember, not a word about my strolling players.


    General. Or your pretty gipsy, eh, Prince? your pretty gipsy! I’ faith, I should like to see her before I go; she has such fine eyes through her mask. Well, good night, Your Highness; good night.


    Alexis. Good night, General.


    [Exit General and the soldiers.]


    Vera. [Throwing off her mask.] Saved! and by you!


    Alexis. [Clasping her hand.] Brothers, you trust me now?


    Act-Drop.


     

      


    Act II.


    Scene—Council Chamber in the Emperor’s Palace, hung with heavy tapestry. Table, with chair of State, set for the Czar; window behind, opening on to a balcony. As the scene progresses the light outside gets darker.


    Present.—Prince Paul Maraloffski, Prince Petrovitch, Count Rouvaloff, Baron Raff, Count Petouchof.


    Prince Petrovitch. So our young scatter-brained Czarevitch has been forgiven at last, and is to take his seat here again.


    Prince Paul. Yes; if that is not meant as an extra punishment. For my own part, at least, I find these Cabinet Councils extremely exhausting.


    Prince Petrovitch. Naturally; you are always speaking.


    Prince Paul. No; I think it must be that I have to listen sometimes.


    Count R. Still, anything is better than being kept in a sort of prison, like he was—never allowed to go out into the world.


    Prince Paul. My dear Count, for romantic young people like he is, the world always looks best at a distance; and a prison where one’s allowed to order one’s own dinner is not at all a bad place. [Enter the Czarevitch. The courtiers rise.] Ah! good afternoon, Prince. Your Highness is looking a little pale to-day.


    Czarevitch. [Slowly, after a pause.] I want a change of air.


    Prince Paul. [Smiling.] A most revolutionary sentiment! Your Imperial father would highly disapprove of any reforms with the thermometer in Russia.


    Czarevitch. [Bitterly.] My Imperial father had kept me for six months in this dungeon of a palace. This morning he has me suddenly woke up to see some wretched Nihilists hung; it sickened me, the bloody butchery, though it was a noble thing to see how well these men can die.


    Prince Paul. When you are as old as I am, Prince, you will understand that there are few things easier than to live badly and to die well.


    Czarevitch. Easy to die well! A lesson experience cannot have taught you, whatever you may know of a bad life.


    Prince Paul. [Shrugging his shoulders.] Experience, the name men give to their mistakes. I never commit any.


    Czarevitch. [Bitterly.] No; crimes are more in your line.


    Prince Petrovitch. [To the Czarevitch.] The Emperor was a good deal agitated about your late appearance at the ball last night, Prince.


    Count R. [Laughing.] I believe he thought the Nihilists had broken into the palace and carried you off.


    Baron Raff. If they had you would have missed a charming dance.


    Prince Paul. And an excellent supper. Gringoire really excelled himself in his salad. Ah! you may laugh, Baron; but to make a good salad is a much more difficult thing than cooking accounts. To make a good salad is to be a brilliant diplomatist—the problem is so entirely the same in both cases. To know exactly how much oil one must put with one’s vinegar.


    Baron Raff. A cook and a diplomatist! an excellent parallel. If I had a son who was a fool I’d make him one or the other.


    Prince Paul. I see your father did not hold the same opinion, Baron. But, believe me, you are wrong to run down cookery. For myself, the only immortality I desire is to invent a new sauce. I have never had time enough to think seriously about it, but I feel it is in me, I feel it is in me.


    Czarevitch. You have certainly missed your metier, Prince Paul; the cordon bleu would have suited you much better than the Grand Cross of Honour. But you know you could never have worn your white apron well; you would have soiled it too soon, your hands are not clean enough.


    Prince Paul. [Bowing.] Que voulez vous? I manage your father’s business.


    Czarevitch. [Bitterly.] You mismanage my father’s business, you mean! Evil genius of his life that you are! before you came there was some love left in him. It is you who have embittered his nature, poured into his ear the poison of treacherous counsel, made him hated by the whole people, made him what he is—a tyrant!


    [The courtiers look significantly at each other.]


    Prince Paul. [Calmly.] I see Your Highness does want change of air. But I have been an eldest son myself. [Lights a cigarette.] I know what it is when a father won’t die to please one.


    [The Czarevitch goes to the top of the stage, and leans against the window, looking out.]


    Prince Petrovitch. [To Baron Raff.] Foolish boy! He will be sent into exile, or worse, if he is not careful.


    Baron Raff. Yes. What a mistake it is to be sincere!


    Prince Petrovitch. The only folly you have never committed, Baron.


    Baron Raff. One has only one head, you know, Prince.


    Prince Paul. My dear Baron, your head is the last thing any one would wish to take from you. [Pulls out snuffbox and offers it to Prince Petrovitch.]


    Prince Petrovitch. Thanks, Prince! Thanks!


    Prince Paul. Very delicate, isn’t it? I get it direct from Paris. But under this vulgar Republic everything has degenerated over there. “Cotelettes à, [à] l’impériale” vanished, of course, with the Bourbon, and omelettes went out with the Orleanists. La belle France is entirely ruined, Prince, through bad morals and worse cookery. [Enter the Marquis de Poivrard.] Ah! Marquis. I trust Madame la Marquise is quite well.


    Marquis de P. You ought to know better than I do, Prince Paul; you see more of her.


    Prince Paul. [Bowing.] Perhaps I see more in her, Marquis. Your wife is really a charming woman, so full of esprit, and so satirical too; she talks continually of you when we are together.


    Prince Petrovitch. [Looking at the clock.] His Majesty is a little late to-day, is he not?


    Prince Paul. What has happened to you, my dear Petrovitch? you seem quite out of sorts. You haven’t quarrelled with your cook, I hope? What a tragedy that would be for you; you would lose all your friends.


    Prince Petrovitch. I fear I wouldn’t be so fortunate as that. You forget I would still have my purse. But you are wrong for once; my chef and I are on excellent terms.


    Prince Paul. Then your creditors or Mademoiselle Vera Sabouroff have been writing to you? I find both of them such excellent correspondents. But really you needn’t be alarmed. I find the most violent proclamations from the Executive Committee, as they call it, left all over my house. I never read them; they are so badly spelt as a rule.


    Prince Petrovitch. Wrong again, Prince; the Nihilists leave me alone for some reason or other.


    Prince Paul. [Aside.] Ah! true. I forgot. Indifference is the revenge the world takes on mediocrities.


    Prince Petrovitch. I am bored with life, Prince. Since the opera season ended I have been a perpetual martyr to ennui.


    Prince Paul. The maladie du siècle! You want a new excitement, Prince. Let me see—you have been married twice already; suppose you try—falling in love, for once.


    Baron Raff. Prince, I have been thinking a good deal lately—


    Prince Paul. [Interrupting.] You surprise me very much, Baron.


    Baron Raff. I cannot understand your nature.


    Prince Paul. [Smiling.] If my nature had been made to suit your comprehension rather than my own requirements, I am afraid I would have made a very poor figure in the world.


    Count R. There seems to be nothing in life about which you would not jest.


    Prince Paul. Ah! my dear Count, life is much too important a thing ever to talk seriously about it.


    Czarevitch. [Coming back from the window.] I don’t think Prince Paul’s nature is such a mystery. He would stab his best friend for the sake of writing an epigram on his tombstone, or experiencing a new sensation.


    Prince Paul. Parbleu! I would sooner lose my best friend than my worst enemy. To have friends, you know, one need only be good-natured; but when a man has no enemy left there must be something mean about him.


    Czarevitch. [Bitterly.] If to have enemies is a measure of greatness, then you must be a Colossus, indeed, Prince.


    Prince Paul. Yes, I know I’m the most hated man in Russia, except your father, except your father, of course, Prince. He doesn’t seem to like it much, by the way, but I do, I assure you. [Bitterly.] I love to drive through the streets and see how the canaille scowl at me from every corner. It makes me feel I am a power in Russia; one man against a hundred millions! Besides, I have no ambition to be a popular hero, to be crowned with laurels one year and pelted with stones the next; I prefer dying peaceably in my own bed.


    Czarevitch. And after death?


    Prince Paul. [Shrugging his shoulders.] Heaven is a despotism. I shall be at home there.


    Czarevitch. Do you never think of the people and their rights?


    Prince Paul. The people and their rights bore me. I am sick of both. In these modern days to be vulgar, illiterate, common and vicious, seems to give a man a marvellous infinity of rights that his honest fathers never dreamed of. Believe me, Prince, in good democracy every man should be an aristocrat; but these people in Russia who seek to thrust us out are no better than the animals in one’s preserves, and made to be shot at, most of them.


    Czarevitch. [Excitedly.] If they are common, illiterate, vulgar, no better than the beasts of the field, who made them so?


    [Enter Aide-de-Camp.]


    Aide-de-Camp. His Imperial Majesty, the Emperor! [Prince Paul looks at the Czarevitch, and smiles.]


    [Enter the Czar, surrounded by his guard.]


    Czarevitch. [Rushing forward to meet him.] Sire!


    Czar. [Nervous and frightened.] Don’t come too near me, boy! Don’t come too near me, I say! There is always something about an heir to a crown unwholesome to his father. Who is that man over there? I don’t know him. What is he doing? Is he a conspirator? Have you searched him? Give him till to-morrow to confess, then hang him!—hang him!


    Prince Paul. Sire, you are anticipating history. This is Count Petouchof, your new ambassador to Berlin. He is come to kiss hands on his appointment.


    Czar. To kiss my hand? There is some plot in it. He wants to poison me. There, kiss my son’s hand! it will do quite as well.


    [Prince Paul signs to Petouchof to leave the room. Exit Petouchof and the guards. Czar sinks down into his chair. The courtiers remain silent.]


    Prince Paul. [Approaching.] Sire! will Your Majesty—


    Czar. What do you startle me like that for? No, I won’t. [Watches the courtiers nervously.] Why are you clattering your sword, sir? [To Count Rouvaloff.] Take it off, I shall have no man wear a sword in my presence [looking at Czarevitch], least of all my son. [To Prince Paul.] You are not angry with me, Prince? You won’t desert me, will you? Say you won’t desert me. What do you want? You can have anything—anything.


    Prince Paul. [Bowing very low.] Sire! ’tis enough for me to have your confidence. [Aside.] I was afraid he was going to revenge himself, and give me another decoration.


    Czar. [Returning to his chair.] Well, gentlemen.


    Marq. de Poiv. Sire, I have the honour to present to you a loyal address from your subjects in the Province of Archangel, expressing their horror at the last attempt on Your Majesty’s life.


    Prince Paul. The last attempt but two, you ought to have said, Marquis. Don’t you see it is dated three weeks back?


    Czar. They are good people in the Province of Archangel—honest, loyal people. They love me very much—simple, loyal people; give them a new saint, it costs nothing. Well, Alexis [turning to the Czarevitch]—how many traitors were hung this morning?


    Czarevitch. There were three men strangled, Sire.


    Czar. There should have been three thousand. I would to God that this people had but one neck that I might strangle them with one noose! Did they tell anything? whom did they implicate? what did they confess?


    Czarevitch. Nothing, Sire.


    Czar. They should have been tortured then; why weren’t they tortured? Must I always be fighting in the dark? Am I never to know from what root these traitors spring?


    Czarevitch. What root should there be of discontent among the people but tyranny and injustice amongst their rulers?


    Czar. What did you say, boy? tyranny! tyranny! Am I a tyrant? I am not. I love the people. I’m their father. I’m called so in every official proclamation. Have a care, boy; have a care. You don’t seem to be cured yet of your foolish tongue. [Goes over to Prince Paul and puts his hand on his shoulder.] Prince Paul, tell me were there many people there this morning to see the Nihilists hung?


    Prince Paul. Hanging is of course a good deal less of a novelty in Russia now, Sire, than it was three or four years ago; and you know how easily the people get tired even of their best amusements. But the square and the tops of the houses were really quite crowded, were they not, Prince? [To the Czarevitch who takes no notice.]


    Czar. That’s right; all loyal citizens should be there. It shows them what to look forward to. Did you arrest any one in the crowd?


    Prince Paul. Yes, Sire, a woman for cursing your name. [The Czarevitch starts anxiously.] She was the mother of the two criminals.


    Czar. [Looking at Czarevitch.] She should have blessed me for having rid her of her children. Send her to prison.


    Czarevitch. The prisons of Russia are too full already, Sire. There is no room in them for any more victims.


    Czar. They don’t die fast enough, then. You should put more of them into one cell at once. You don’t keep them long enough in the mines. If you do they’re sure to die; but you’re all too merciful. I’m too merciful myself. Send her to Siberia. She is sure to die on the way. [Enter an Aide-de-Camp.] Who’s that? Who’s that?


    Aide-de-Camp. A letter for His Imperial Majesty.


    Czar. [To Prince Paul.] I won’t open it. There may be something in it.


    Prince Paul. It would be a very disappointing letter, Sire, if there wasn’t. [Takes letter himself, and reads it.]


    Prince Petrovitch. [To Count Rouvaloff.] It must be some sad news. I know that smile too well.


    Prince Paul. From the Chief of Police at Archangel, Sire. “The Governor of the province was shot this morning by a woman as he was entering the courtyard of his own house. The assassin has been seized."


    Czar. I never trusted the people of Archangel. It’s a nest of Nihilists and conspirators. Take away their saints; they don’t deserve them.


    Prince Paul. Your Highness would punish them more severely by giving them an extra one. Three governors shot in two months. [Smiles to himself.] Sire, permit me to recommend your loyal subject, the Marquis de Poivrard, as the new Governor of your Province of Archangel.


    Marq. de Poiv. [Hurriedly.] Sire, I am unfit for this post.


    Prince Paul. Marquis, you are too modest. Believe me, there is no man in Russia I would sooner see Governor of Archangel than yourself. [Whispers to Czar.]


    Czar. Quite right, Prince Paul; you are always right. See that the Marquis’s letters are made out at once.


    Prince Paul. He can start to-night, Sire. I shall really miss you very much, Marquis. I always liked your tastes in wines and wives extremely.


    Marq. de Poiv. [To the Czar.] Start to-night, Sire? [Prince Paul whispers to the Czar.]


    Czar. Yes, Marquis, to-night; it is better to go at once.


    Prince Paul. I shall see that Madame la Marquise is not too lonely while you are away; so you need not be alarmed for her.


    Count R. [To Prince Petrovitch.] I should be more alarmed for myself.


    Czar. The Governor of Archangel shot in his own courtyard by a woman! I’m not safe here. I’m not safe anywhere, with that she-devil of the revolution, Vera Sabouroff, here in Moscow. Prince Paul, is that woman still here?


    Prince Paul. They tell me she was at the Grand Duke’s ball last night. I can hardly believe that; but she certainly had intended to leave for Novgorod to-day, Sire. The police were watching every train for her; but, for some reason or other, she did not go. Some traitor must have warned her. But I shall catch her yet. A chase after a beautiful woman is always exciting.


    Czar. You must hunt her down with bloodhounds, and when she is taken I shall hew her limb from limb. I shall stretch her on the rack till her pale white body is twisted and curled like paper in the fire.


    Prince Paul. Oh, we shall have another hunt immediately for her, Sire! Prince Alexis will assist us, I am sure.


    Czarevitch. You never require any assistance to ruin a woman, Prince Paul.


    Czar. Vera, the Nihilist, in Moscow! O God, were it not better to die at once the dog’s death they plot for me than to live as I live now! Never to sleep, or, if I do, to dream such horrid dreams that Hell itself were peace when matched with them. To trust none but those I have bought, to buy none worth trusting! To see a traitor in every smile, poison in every dish, a dagger in every hand! To lie awake at night, listening from hour to hour for the stealthy creeping of the murderer, for the laying of the damned mine! You are all spies! you are all spies! You worst of all—you, my own son! Which of you is it who hides these bloody proclamations under my own pillow, or at the table where I sit? Which of ye all is the Judas who betrays me? O God! O God! methinks there was a time once, in our war with England, when nothing could make me afraid. [This with more calm and pathos.] I have ridden into the crimson heart of war, and borne back an eagle which those wild islanders had taken from us. Men said I was brave then. My father gave me the Iron Cross of valour. Oh, could he see me now with this coward’s livery ever in my cheek! [Sinks into his chair.] I never knew any love when I was a boy. I was ruled by terror myself, how else should I rule now? [Starts up.] But I will have revenge; I will have revenge. For every hour I have lain awake at night, waiting for the noose or the dagger, they shall pass years in Siberia, centuries in the mines! Ay! I shall have revenge.


    Czarevitch. Father! have mercy on the people. Give them what they ask.


    Prince Paul. And begin, Sire, with your own head; they have a particular liking for that.


    Czar. The people! the people! A tiger which I have let loose upon myself; but I will fight with it to the death. I am done with half measures. I shall crush these Nihilists at a blow. There shall not be a man of them, ay, or a woman either, left alive in Russia. Am I Emperor for nothing, that a woman should hold me at bay? Vera Sabouroff shall be in my power, I swear it, before a week is ended, though I burn my whole city to find her. She shall be flogged by the knout, stifled in the fortress, strangled in the square!


    Czarevitch. O God!


    Czar. For two years her hands have been clutching at my throat; for two years she has made my life a hell; but I shall have revenge. Martial law, Prince, martial law over the whole Empire; that will give me revenge. A good measure, Prince, eh? a good measure.


    Prince Paul. And an economical one too, Sire. It would carry off your surplus population in six months; and save you many expenses in courts of justice; they will not be needed now.


    Czar. Quite right. There are too many people in Russia, too much money spent on them, too much money in courts of justice. I’ll shut them up.


    Czarevitch. Sire, reflect before——


    Czar. When can you have the proclamations ready, Prince Paul?


    Prince Paul. They have been printed for the last six months, Sire. I knew you would need them.


    Czar. That’s good! That’s very good! Let us begin at once. Ah, Prince, if every king in Europe had a minister like you——


    Czarevitch. There would be less kings in Europe than there are.


    Czar. [In frightened whisper, to Prince Paul.] What does he mean? Do you trust him? His prison hasn’t cured him yet? Shall I banish him? Shall I [whispers] …? The Emperor Paul did it. The Empress Catherine there [points to picture on the wall] did it. Why shouldn’t I?


    Prince Paul. Your Majesty, there is no need for alarm. The Prince is a very ingenuous young man. He pretends to be devoted to the people, and lives in a palace; preaches socialism, and draws a salary that would support a province. He’ll find out one day that the best cure for Republicanism is the Imperial crown, and will cut up the “bonnet rogue” of Democracy to make decorations for his Prime Minister.


    Czar. You are right. If he really loved the people, he could not be my son.


    Prince Paul. If he lived with the people for a fortnight, their bad dinners would soon cure him of his democracy. Shall we begin, Sire?


    Czar. At once. Read the proclamation. Gentlemen, be seated. Alexis, Alexis, I say, come and hear it! It will be good practice for you; you will be doing it yourself some day.


    Czarevitch. I have heard too much of it already. [Takes his seat at the table. Count Rouvaloff whispers to him.]


    Czar. What are you whispering about there, Count Rouvaloff?


    Count R. I was giving his Royal Highness some good advice, Your Majesty.


    Prince Paul. Count Rouvaloff is the typical spendthrift, Sire; he is always giving away what he needs most. [Lays papers before the Czar.] I think, Sire, you will approve of this:—“Love of the people,” “Father of his people,” “Martial law,” and the usual allusions to Providence in the last line. All it requires now is Your Imperial Majesty’s signature.


    Czarevitch. Sire!


    Prince Paul. [Hurriedly.] I promise Your Majesty to crush every Nihilist in Russia in six months if you sign this proclamation; every Nihilist in Russia.


    Czar. Say that again! To crush every Nihilist in Russia; to crush this woman, their leader, who makes war upon me in my own city. Prince Paul Maraloffski, I create you Marechale of the whole Russian Empire to help you to carry out martial law. Give me the proclamation. I will sign it at once.


    Prince Paul. [Points on paper.] Here, Sire.


    Czarevitch. [Starts up and puts his hands on the paper.] Stay! I tell you, stay! The priests have taken heaven from the people, and you would take the earth away too.


    Prince Paul. We have no time, Prince, now. This boy will ruin everything. The pen, Sire.


    Czarevitch. What! is it so small a thing to strangle a nation, to murder a kingdom, to wreck an empire? Who are we who dare lay this ban of terror on a people? Have we less vices than they have, that we bring them to the bar of judgment before us?


    Prince Paul. What a Communist the Prince is! He would have an equal distribution of sin as well as of property.


    Czarevitch. Warmed by the same sun, nurtured by the same air, fashioned of flesh and blood like to our own, wherein are they different to us, save that they starve while we surfeit, that they toil while we idle, that they sicken while we poison, that they die while we strangle?


    Czar. How dare——?


    Czarevitch. I dare all for the people; but you would rob them of the common rights of common men.


    Czar. The people have no rights.


    Czarevitch. Then they have great wrongs. Father, they have won your battles for you; from the pine forests of the Baltic to the palms of India they have ridden on victory’s mighty wings in search of your glory! Boy as I am in years, I have seen wave after wave of living men sweep up the heights of battle to their death; aye, and snatch perilous conquest from the scales of war when the bloody crescent seemed to shake above our eagles.


    Czar. [Somewhat moved.] Those men are dead. What have I to do with them?


    Czarevitch. Nothing! The dead are safe; you cannot harm them now. They sleep their last long sleep. Some in Turkish waters, others by the windswept heights of Norway and the Dane! But these, the living, our brothers, what have you done for them? They asked you for bread, you gave them a stone. They sought for freedom, you scourged them with scorpions. You have sown the seeds of this revolution yourself!——


    Prince Paul. And are we not cutting down the harvest?


    Czarevitch. Oh, my brothers! better far that ye had died in the iron hail and screaming shell of battle than to come back to such a doom as this! The beasts of the forests have their lairs, and the wild beasts their caverns, but the people of Russia, conquerors of the world, have not where to lay their heads.


    Prince Paul. They have the headsman’s block.


    Czarevitch. The headsman’s block! Ay! you have killed their souls at your pleasure, you would kill their bodies now.


    Czar. Insolent boy! Have you forgotten who is Emperor of Russia?


    Czarevitch. No! The people reign now, by the grace of God. You should have been their shepherd; you have fled away like the hireling, and let the wolves in upon them.


    Czar. Take him away! Take him away, Prince Paul!


    Czarevitch. God hath given this people tongues to speak with; you would cut them out that they may be dumb in their agony, silent in their torture! But God hath given them hands to smite with, and they shall smite! Ay! from the sick and labouring womb of this unhappy land some revolution, like a bloody child, shall rise up and slay you.


    Czar. [Leaping up.] Devil! Assassin! Why do you beard me thus to my face?


    Czarevitch. Because I am a Nihilist! [The ministers start to their feet; there is a dead silence for a few minutes.]


    Czar. A Nihilist! a Nihilist! Scorpion whom I have nurtured, traitor whom I have fondled, is this your bloody secret? Prince Paul Maraloffski, Marechale of the Russian Empire, arrest the Czarevitch!


    Ministers. Arrest the Czarevitch!


    Czar. A Nihilist! If you have sown with them, you shall reap with them! If you have talked with them, you shall rot with them! If you have lived with them, with them you shall die!


    Prince Petrovitch. Die!


    Czar. A plague on all sons, I say! There should be no more marriages in Russia when one can breed such vipers as you are! Arrest the Czarevitch, I say!


    Prince Paul. Czarevitch! by order of the Emperor, I demand your sword. [Czarevitch gives up sword; Prince Paul places it on the table.] Foolish boy! you are not made for a conspirator; you have not learned to hold your tongue. Heroics are out of place in a palace.


    Czar. [Sinks into his chair with his eyes fixed on the Czarevitch.] O God!


    Czarevitch. If I am to die for the people, I am ready; one Nihilist more or less in Russia, what does that matter?


    Prince Paul. [Aside.] A good deal I should say to the one Nihilist.


    Czarevitch. The mighty brotherhood to which I belong has a thousand such as I am, ten thousand better still! [The Czar starts in his seat.] The star of freedom has risen already, and far off I hear the mighty wave democracy break on these cursed shores.


    Prince Paul. [To Prince Petrovitch.] In that case you and I had better learn how to swim.


    Czarevitch. Father, Emperor, Imperial Master, I plead not for my own life, but for the lives of my brothers, the people.


    Prince Paul. [Bitterly.] Your brothers, the people, Prince, are not content with their own lives, they always want to take their neighbour’s too.


    Czar. [Standing up.] I am sick of being afraid. I have done with terror now. From this day I proclaim war against the people—war to their annihilation. As they have dealt with me, so shall I deal with them. I shall grind them to powder, and strew their dust upon the air. There shall be a spy in every man’s house, a traitor on every hearth, a hangman in every village, a gibbet in every square. Plague, leprosy, or fever shall be less deadly than my wrath; I will make every frontier a grave-yard, every province a lazar-house, and cure the sick by the sword. I shall have peace in Russia, though it be the peace of the dead. Who said I was a coward? Who said I was afraid? See, thus shall I crush this people beneath my feet? [Takes up sword of Czarevitch off table and tramples on it.]


    Czarevitch. Father, beware the sword you tread on may turn and wound you. The people suffer long, but vengeance comes at last, vengeance with red hands and bloody purpose.


    Prince Paul. Bah! the people are bad shots; they always miss one.


    Czarevitch. There are times when the people are instruments of God.


    Czar. Ay! and when kings are God’s scourges for the people. Oh, my own son, in my own house! My own flesh and blood against me! Take him away! Take him away! Bring in my guards. [Enter the Imperial Guard. Czar points to Czarevitch, who stands alone at the side of the stage.] To the blackest prison in Moscow! Let me never see his face again. [Czarevitch is being led out.] No, no, leave him! I don’t trust guards. They are all Nihilists! They would let him escape and he would kill me, kill me! No, I’ll bring him to prison myself, you and I [to Prince Paul.] I trust you, you have no mercy. I shall have no mercy. Oh, my own son against me! How hot it is! The air stifles me! I feel as if I were going to faint, as if something were at my throat. Open the windows I say! Out of my sight! Out of my sight! I can’t bear his eyes. Wait, wait for me. [Throws windows open and goes out on balcony.]


    Prince Paul. [Looking at his watch.] The dinner is sure to be spoiled. How annoying politics are and eldest sons!


    Voice. [Outside, in the street.] God save the people! [Czar is shot, and staggers back into the room.]


    Czarevitch. [Breaking from the guards and rushing over.] Father!


    Czar. Murderer! Murderer! You did it! Murderer! [Dies.]


    Act-Drop.


     

      


    Act III.


    Same scene and business as Act I.


    Man in yellow dress, with drawn sword, at the door.


    Password outside: Væ tyrannis.


    Answer: Væ victis [repeated three times].


    [Enter Conspirators, who form a semicircle, masked and cloaked.]


    President. What hour is it?


    First Conspirator. The hour to strike.


    President. What day?


    Second Conspirator. The day of Marat.


    President. In what month?


    Third Conspirator. The month of liberty.


    President. What is our duty?


    Fourth Conspirator. To obey.


    President. Our creed?


    Fifth Conspirator. Parbleu, Mons. le President, I never knew you had one.


    Conspirators. A spy! A spy! Unmask! Unmask! A spy!


    President. Let the doors be shut. There are others but Nihilists present.


    Conspirators. Unmask! Unmask! Kill him! kill him! [Masked Conspirator unmasks.] Prince Paul!


    Vera. Devil! Who lured you into the lion’s den!


    Conspirators. Kill him! kill him!


    Prince Paul. En vérité, Messieurs, you are not over-hospitable in your welcome!


    Vera. Welcome! What welcome should we give you but the dagger or the noose?


    Prince Paul. I had no idea, really, that the Nihilists were so exclusive. Let me assure you that if I had not always had an entrée to the very best society, and the very worst conspirators, I could never have been Prime Minister in Russia.


    Vera. The tiger cannot change its nature, nor the snake lose its venom; but are you turned a lover of the people?


    Prince Paul. Mon Dieu, non, Mademoiselle! I would much sooner talk scandal in a drawing-room than treason in a cellar. Besides, I hate the common mob, who smell of garlic, smoke bad tobacco, get up early, and dine off one dish.


    President. What have you to gain, then, by a revolution?


    Prince Paul. Mon ami, I have nothing left to lose. That scatter-brained boy, this new Czar, has banished me.


    Vera. To Siberia?


    Prince Paul. No, to Paris. He has confiscated my estates, robbed me of my office and my cook. I have nothing left but my decorations. I am here for revenge.


    President. Then you have a right to be one of us. We also meet daily for revenge.


    Prince Paul. You want money, of course. No one ever joins a conspiracy who has any. Here. [Throws money on table.] You have so many spies that I should think you want information. Well, you will find me the best informed man in Russia on the abuses of our Government. I made them nearly all myself.


    Vera. President, I don’t trust this man. He has done us too much harm in Russia to let him go in safety.


    Prince Paul. Believe me, Mademoiselle, you are wrong; I will be a most valuable addition to your circle; as for you, gentlemen, if I had not thought that you would be useful to me I shouldn’t have risked my neck among you, or dined an hour earlier than usual so as to be in time.


    President. Ay, if he had wanted to spy on us, Vera, he wouldn’t have come himself.


    Prince Paul. [Aside.] No; I should have sent my best friend.


    President. Besides, Vera, he is just the man to give us the information we want about some business we have in hand to-night.


    Vera. Be it so if you wish it.


    President. Brothers, is it your will that Prince Paul Maraloffski be admitted, and take the oath of the Nihilist?


    Conspirators. It is! it is!


    President. [Holding out dagger and a paper.] Prince Paul, the dagger or the oath?


    Prince Paul. [Smiles sardonically.] I would sooner annihilate than be annihilated. [Takes paper.]


    President. Remember: Betray us, and as long as the earth holds poison or steel, as long as men can strike or woman betray, you shall not escape vengeance. The Nihilists never forget their friends, nor forgive their enemies.


    Prince Paul. Really? I did not think you were so civilized.


    Vera. [Pacing up and down.] Why is he not here? He will not keep the crown. I know him well.


    President. Sign. [Prince Paul signs.] You said you thought we had no creed. You were wrong. Read it!


    Vera. This is a dangerous thing, President. What can we do with this man?


    President. We can use him.


    Vera. And afterwards?


    President. [Shrugging his shoulders.] Strangle him.


    Prince Paul. [Reading.] “The rights of humanity!” In the old times men carried out their rights for themselves as they lived, but nowadays every baby seems born with a social manifesto in its mouth much bigger than itself. “Nature is not a temple, but a workshop: we demand the right to labour.” Ah, I shall surrender my own rights in that respect.


    Vera. [Pacing up and down behind.] Oh, will he never come? will he never come?


    Prince Paul. “The family as subversive of true socialistic and communal unity is to be annihilated.” Yes, President, I agree completely with Article 5. A family is a terrible incumbrance, especially when one is not married. [Three knocks at the door.]


    Vera. Alexis at last!


    Password: Væ tyrannis!

    Answer: Væ victis!

    [Enter Michael Stroganoff.]


    President. Michael, the regicide! Brothers, let us do honour to a man who has killed a king.


    Vera. [Aside].[.]] Oh, he will come yet.


    President. Michael, you have saved Russia.


    Michael. Ay, Russia was free for a moment when the tyrant fell, but the sun of liberty has set again like that false dawn which cheats our eyes in autumn.


    President. The dread night of tyranny is not yet past for Russia.


    Michael. [Clutching his knife.] One more blow, and the end is come indeed.


    Vera. [Aside.] One more blow! What does he mean? Oh, impossible! but why is he not with us? Alexis! Alexis! why are you not here?


    President. But how did you escape, Michael? They said you had been seized.


    Michael. I was dressed in the uniform of the Imperial Guard. The Colonel on duty was a brother, and gave me the password. I drove through the troops in safety with it, and, thanks to my good horse, reached the walls before the gates were closed.


    President. What a chance his coming out on the balcony was!


    Michael. A chance? There is no such thing as chance. It was God’s finger led him there.


    President. And where have you been these three days?


    Michael. Hiding in the house of the priest Nicholas at the cross-roads.


    President. Nicholas is an honest man.


    Michael. Ay, honest enough for a priest. I am here now for vengeance on a traitor.


    Vera. [Aside.] O God, will he never come? Alexis! why are you not here? You cannot have turned traitor!


    Michael. [Seeing Prince Paul.] Prince Paul Maraloffski here! By George, a lucky capture! This must have been Vera’s doing. She is the only one who could have lured that serpent into the trap.


    President. Prince Paul has just taken the oath.


    Vera. Alexis, the Czar, has banished him from Russia.


    Michael. Bah! A blind to cheat us. We will keep Prince Paul here, and find some office for him in our reign of terror. He is well accustomed by this time to bloody work.


    Prince Paul. [Approaching Michael.] That was a long shot of yours, mon camarade.


    Michael. I have had a good deal of practice shooting, since I have been a boy, off your Highness’s wild boars.


    Prince Paul. Are my gamekeepers like moles, then, always asleep!


    Michael. No, Prince. I am one of them; but like you, I am fond of robbing what I am put to watch.


    President. This must be a new atmosphere for you, Prince Paul. We speak the truth to one another here.


    Prince Paul. How misleading you must find it. You have an odd medley here, President—a little rococo, I am afraid.


    President. You recognise a good many friends, I dare say?


    Prince Paul. Yes, there is always more brass than brains in an aristocracy.


    President. But you are here yourself?


    Prince Paul. I? As I cannot be Prime Minister, I must be a Nihilist. There is no alternative.


    Vera. O God, will he never come? The hand is on the stroke of the hour. Will he never come?


    Michael. [Aside.] President, you know what we have to do? ’Tis but a sorry hunter who leaves the wolf cub alive to avenge his father. How are we to get at this boy? It must be to-night. To-morrow he will be throwing some sop of reform to the people, and it will be too late for a Republic.


    Prince Paul. You are quite right. Good kings are the enemies of Democracy, and when he has begun by banishing me you may be sure he intends to be a patriot.


    Michael. I am sick of patriot kings; what Russia needs is a Republic.


    Prince Paul. Messieurs, I have brought you two documents which I think will interest you—the proclamation which this young Czar intends publishing to-morrow, and a plan of the Winter Palace, where he sleeps to-night. [Hands paper.]


    Vera. I dare not ask them what they are plotting about. Oh, why is Alexis not here?


    President. Prince, this is most valuable information. Michael, you were right. If it is not to-night it will be too late. Read that.


    Michael. Ah! A loaf of bread flung to a starving nation. A lie to cheat the people. [Tears it up.] It must be to-night. I do not believe in him. Would he have kept his crown had he loved the people? But how are we to get at him?


    Prince Paul. The key of the private door in the street. [Hands key.]


    President. Prince, we are in your debt.


    Prince Paul. [Smiling.] The normal condition of the Nihilists.


    Michael. Ay, but we are paying our debts off with interest now. Two Emperors in one week. That will make the balance straight. We would have thrown in a Prime Minister if you had not come.


    Prince Paul. Ah, I am sorry you told me. It robs my visit of all its picturesqueness and adventure. I thought I was perilling my head by coming here, and you tell me I have saved it. One is sure to be disappointed if one tries to get romance out of modern life.


    Michael. It is not so romantic a thing to lose one’s head, Prince Paul.


    Prince Paul. No, but it must often be very dull to keep it. Don’t you find that sometimes? [Clock strikes six.]


    Vera. [Sinking into a seat.] Oh, it is past the hour! It is past the hour!


    Michael. [To President][.]] Remember to-morrow will be too late.


    President. Brothers, it is full time. Which of us is absent?


    Conspirators. Alexis! Alexis!


    President. Michael, read Rule 7.


    Michael. “When any brother shall have disobeyed a summons to be present, the President shall enquire if there is anything alleged against him.”


    President. Is there anything against our brother Alexis?


    Conspirator. He wears a crown! He wears a crown!


    President. Michael, read Article 7 of the Code of Revolution.


    Michael. “Between the Nihilists and all men who wear crowns above their fellows, there is war to the death.”


    President. Brothers, what say you? Is Alexis, the Czar, guilty or not?


    Omnes. He is guilty!


    President. What shall the penalty be?


    Omnes. Death!


    President. Let the lots be prepared; it shall be to-night.


    Prince Paul. Ah, this is really interesting! I was getting afraid conspiracies were as dull as courts are.


    Professor Marfa. My forte is more in writing pamphlets than in taking shots. Still a regicide has always a place in history.


    Michael. If your pistol is as harmless as your pen, this young tyrant will have a long life.


    Prince Paul. You ought to remember, too, Professor, that if you were seized, as you probably would be, and hung, as you certainly would be, there would be nobody left to read your own articles.


    President. Brothers, are you ready?


    Vera. [Starting up.] Not yet! Not yet! I have a word to say.


    Michael. [Aside.] Plague take her! I knew it would come to this.


    Vera. This boy has been our brother. Night after night he has perilled his own life to come here. Night after night, when every street was filled with spies, every house with traitors. Delicately nurtured like a king’s son, he has dwelt among us.


    President. Ay! under a false name. He lied to us at the beginning. He lies to us now at the end.


    Vera. I swear he is true. There is not a man here who does not owe him his life a thousand times. When the bloodhounds were on us that night, who saved us from arrest, torture, flogging, death, but he ye seek to kill?——


    Michael. To kill all tyrants is our mission!


    Vera. He is no tyrant. I know him well! He loves the people.


    President. We know him too; he is a traitor.


    Vera. A traitor! Three days ago he could have betrayed every man of you here, and the gibbet would have been your doom. He gave you all your lives once. Give him a little time—a week, a month, a few days; but not now!—O God, not now!


    Conspirators. [Brandishing daggers.] To-night! to-night! to-night!


    Vera. Peace, you gorged adders; peace!


    Michael. What, are we not here to annihilate? shall we not keep our oath?


    Vera. Your oath! your oath! Greedy that you are of gain, every man’s hand lusting for his neighbour’s pelf, every heart set on pillage and rapine; who, of ye all, if the crown were set on his head, would give an empire up for the mob to scramble for? The people are not yet fit for a Republic in Russia.


    President. Every nation is fit for a Republic.


    Michael. The man is a tyrant.


    Vera. A tyrant! Hath he not dismissed his evil counsellors? That ill-omened raven of his father’s life hath had his wings clipped and his claws pared, and comes to us croaking for revenge. Oh, have mercy on him! Give him a week to live!


    President. Vera pleading for a king!


    Vera. [Proudly.] I plead not for a king, but for a brother.


    Michael. For a traitor to his oath, for a coward who should have flung the purple back to the fools that gave it to him. No, Vera, no. The brood of men is not dead yet, nor the dull earth grown sick of child-bearing. No crowned man in Russia shall pollute God’s air by living.


    President. You bade us try you once; we have tried you, and you are found wanting.


    Michael. Vera, I am not blind; I know your secret. You love this boy, this young prince with his pretty face, his curled hair, his soft white hands. Fool that you are, dupe of a lying tongue, do you know what he would have done to you, this boy you think loved you? He would have made you his mistress, used your body at his pleasure, thrown you away when he was wearied of you; you, the priestess of liberty, the flame of Revolution, the torch of democracy.


    Vera. What he would have done to me matters little. To the people, at least, he will be true. He loves the people—at least, he loves liberty.


    President. So he would play the citizen-king, would he, while we starve? Would flatter us with sweet speeches, would cheat us with promises like his father, would lie to us as his whole race have lied?


    Michael. And you whose very name made every despot tremble for his life, you, Vera Sabouroff, you would betray liberty for a lover and the people for a paramour!


    Conspirators. Traitress! Draw the lots; draw the lots!


    Vera. In thy throat thou liest, Michael! I love him not. He loves me not.


    Michael. You love him not? Shall he not die then?


    Vera. [With an effort, clenching her hands.] Ay, it is right that he should die. He hath broken his oath. There should be no crowned man in Europe. Have I not sworn it? To be strong our new Republic should be drunk with the blood of kings. He hath broken his oath. As the father died so let the son die too. Yet not to-night, not to-night. Russia, that hath borne her centuries of wrong, can wait a week for liberty. Give him a week.


    President. We will have none of you! Begone from us to this boy you love.


    Michael. Though I find him in your arms I shall kill him.


    Conspirators. To-night! To-night! To-night!


    Michael. [Holding up his hand.] A moment! I have something to say. [Approaches Vera; speaks very slowly.] Vera Sabouroff, have you forgotten your brother? [Pauses to see effect; Vera starts.] Have you forgotten that young face, pale with famine; those young limbs twisted with torture; the iron chains they made him walk in? What week of liberty did they give him? What pity did they show him for a day? [Vera falls in a chair.] Oh! you could talk glibly enough then of vengeance, glibly enough of liberty. When you said you would come to Moscow, your old father caught you by the knees and begged you not to leave him childless and alone. I seem to hear his cries still ringing in my ears, but you were as deaf to him as the rocks on the roadside; as chill and cold as the snow on the hill. You left your father that night, and three weeks after he died of a broken heart. You wrote to me to follow you here. I did so; first because I loved you; but you soon cured me of that; whatever gentle feeling, whatever pity, whatever humanity, was in my heart you withered up and destroyed, as the canker worm eats the corn, and the plague kills the child. You bade me cast out love from my breast as a vile thing, you turned my hand to iron and my heart to stone; you told me to live for freedom and for revenge. I have done so; but you, what have you done?


    Vera. Let the lots be drawn! [Conspirators applaud.]


    Prince Paul. [Aside.] Ah, the Grand Duke will come to the throne sooner than he expected. He is sure to make a good king under my guidance. He is so cruel to animals, and never keeps his word.


    Michael. Now you are yourself at last, Vera.


    Vera. [Standing motionless in the middle.] The lots, I say, the lots! I am no woman now. My blood seems turned to gall; my heart is as cold as steel is; my hand shall be more deadly. From the desert and the tomb the voice of my prisoned brother cries aloud, and bids me strike one blow for liberty. The lots, I say, the lots!


    President. Are you ready? Michael, you have the right to draw first; you are a Regicide.


    Vera. O God, into my hands! Into my hands! [They draw the lots from a bowl surmounted by a skull.]


    President. Open your lots.


    Vera. [Opening her lot.] The lot is mine! see the bloody sign upon it! Dmitri, my brother, you shall have your revenge now.


    President. Vera Sabouroff, you are chosen to be a regicide. God has been good to you. The dagger or the poison? [Offers her dagger and vial.]


    Vera. I can trust my hand better with the dagger; it never fails. [Takes dagger.] I shall stab him to the heart, as he has stabbed me. Traitor, to leave us for a riband, a gaud, a bauble, to lie to me every day he came here, to forget us in an hour. Michael was right, he loved me not, nor the people either. Methinks that if I was a mother and bore a man-child I would poison my breast to him, lest he might grow to a traitor or to a king. [Prince Paul whispers to the President.]


    President. Ay, Prince Paul, that is the best way. Vera, the Czar sleeps to-night in his own room in the north wing of the palace. Here is the key of the private door in the street. The passwords of the guards will be given to you. His own servants will be drugged. You will find him alone.


    Vera. It is well. I shall not fail.


    President. We will wait outside in the Place St. Isaac, under the window. As the clock strikes twelve from the tower of St. Nicholas you will give us the sign that the dog is dead.


    Vera. And what shall the sign be?


    President. You are to throw us out the bloody dagger.


    Michael. Dripping with the traitor’s life.


    President. Else we shall know that you have been seized, and we will burst our way in, drag you from his guards.


    Michael. And kill him in the midst of them.


    President. Michael, will you head us?


    Michael. Ay, I shall head you. See that your hand fails not, Vera Sabouroff.


    Vera. Fool, is it so hard a thing to kill one’s enemy?


    Prince Pauls. [Paul] [Aside.] This is the ninth conspiracy, I have been in in Russia. They always end in a “voyage en Siberie” for my friends and a new decoration for myself.


    Michael. It is your last conspiracy, Prince.


    President. At twelve o’clock, the bloody dagger.


    Vera. Ay, red with the blood of that false heart. I shall not forget it. [Standing in the middle of the stage.] To strangle whatever nature is in me, neither to love nor to be loved, neither to pity nor to be pitied. Ay! it is an oath, an oath. Methinks the spirit of Charlotte Corday has entered my soul now. I shall carve my name on the world, and be ranked among the great heroines. Ay! the spirit of Charlotte Corday beats in each petty vein, and nerves my woman’s hand to strike, as I have nerved my woman’s heart to hate. Though he laugh in his dreams, I shall not falter. Though he sleep peacefully, I shall not miss my blow. Be glad, my brother, in your stifled cell; be glad and laugh to-night. To-night this new-fledged Czar shall post with bloody feet to Hell, and greet his father there! This Czar! O traitor, liar, false to his oath, false to me! To play the patriot amongst us, and now to wear a crown; to sell us, like Judas, for thirty silver pieces, to betray us with a kiss! [With more passion.] O Liberty, O mighty mother of eternal time, thy robe is purple with the blood of those who have died for thee! Thy throne is the Calvary of the people, thy crown the crown of thorns. O crucified mother, the despot has driven a nail through thy right hand, and the tyrant through thy left! Thy feet are pierced with their iron. When thou wert athirst thou callest on the priests for water, and they gave thee bitter drink. They thrust a sword into thy side. They mocked thee in thine agony of age on age. Here, on thy altar, O Liberty, do I dedicate myself to thy service; do with me as thou wilt! [Brandishing dagger.] The end has come now, and by thy sacred wounds, O crucified mother, O Liberty, I swear that Russia shall be saved!


    Act-Drop.


     

      


    Act IV.


    Scene—Antechamber of the Czar’s private room. Large window at the back, with drawn curtains over it.


    Present—Prince Petrovitch, Baron Raff, Marquis de Poivrard, Count Rouvaloff.


    Prince Petrovitch. He is beginning well, this young Czar.


    Baron Raff. [Shrugs his shoulders.] All young Czars do begin well.


    Count R. And end badly.


    Marq. de Poiv. Well, I have no right to complain. He has done me one good service, at any rate.


    Prince Petrovitch. Cancelled your appointment to Archangel, I suppose?


    Marq. de Poiv. Yes; my head wouldn’t have been safe there for an hour.


    [Enter General Kotemkin.]


    Baron Raff. Ah! General, any more news of our romantic Emperor?


    Gen. Kotemkin. You are quite right to call him romantic, Baron; a week ago I found him amusing himself in a garret with a company of strolling players; to-day his whim is all the convicts in Siberia are to be recalled, and political prisoners, as he calls them, amnestied.


    Prince Petrovitch. Political prisoners! Why, half of them are no better than common murderers!


    Count R. And the other half much worse?


    Baron Raff. Oh, you wrong them, surely, Count. Wholesale trade has always been more respectable than retail.


    Count R. But he is really too romantic. He objected yesterday to my having the monopoly of the salt tax. He said the people had a right to have cheap salt.


    Marq. de Poiv. Oh, that’s nothing; but he actually disapproved of a State banquet every night because there is a famine in the Southern provinces. [The young Czar enters unobserved, and overhears the rest.]


    Prince Petrovitch. Quelle bétise! The more starvation there is among the people, the better. It teaches them self-denial, an excellent virtue, Baron, an excellent virtue.


    Baron Raff. I have often heard so; I have often heard so.


    Gen. Kotemkin. He talked of a Parliament, too, in Russia, and said the people should have deputies to represent them.


    Baron Raff. As if there was not enough brawling in the streets already, but we must give the people a room to do it in. But, Messieurs, the worst is yet to come. He threatens a complete reform in the public service on the ground that the people are too heavily taxed.


    Marq. de Poiv. He can’t be serious there. What is the use of the people except to get money out of? But talking of taxes, my dear Baron, you must really let me have forty thousand roubles to-morrow? my wife says she must have a new diamond bracelet.


    Count R. [Aside to Baron Raff.] Ah, to match the one Prince Paul gave her last week, I suppose.


    Prince Petrovitch. I must have sixty thousand roubles at once, Baron. My son is overwhelmed with debts of honour which he can’t pay.


    Baron Raff. What an excellent son to imitate his father so carefully!


    Gen. Kotemkin. You are always getting money. I never get a single kopeck I have not got a right to. It’s unbearable; it’s ridiculous! My nephew is going to be married. I must get his dowry for him.


    Prince Petrovitch. My dear General, your nephew must be a perfect Turk. He seems to get married three times a week regularly.


    Gen. Kotemkin. Well, he wants dowry to console him.


    Count R. I am sick of the town. I want a house in the country.


    Marq. de Poiv. I am sick of the country. I want a house in town.


    Baron Raff. Mes amis, I am extremely sorry for you. It is out of the question.


    Prince Petrovitch. But my son, Baron?


    Gen. Kotemkin. But my nephew?


    Marquis de P. But my house in town?


    Count R. But my house in the country?


    Marquis de P. But my wife’s diamond bracelet?


    Baron Raff. Gentlemen, impossible! The old régime in Russia is dead; the funeral begins to-day.


    Count R. Then I shall wait for the resurrection.


    Prince Petrovitch. Yes, but, en attendant, what are we to do?


    Baron Raff. What have we always done in Russia when a Czar suggests reform?—nothing. You forget we are diplomatists. Men of thought should have nothing to do with action. Reforms in Russia are very tragic, but they always end in a farce.


    Count R. I wish Prince Paul were here. By the bye, I think this boy is rather ungrateful to him. If that clever old Prince had not proclaimed him Emperor at once without giving him time to think about it, he would have given up his crown, I believe, to the first cobbler he met in the street.


    Prince Petrovitch. But do you think, Baron, that Prince Paul is really going?


    Baron Raff. He is exiled.


    Prince Petrovitch. Yes; but is he going?


    Baron Raff. I am sure of it; at least he told me he had sent two telegrams already to Paris about his dinner.


    Count R. Ah! that settles the matter.


    Czar. [Coming forward.] Prince Paul better send a third telegram and order [counting them] six extra places.


    Baron Raff. The devil!


    Czar. No, Baron, the Czar. Traitors! There would be no bad kings in the world if there were no bad ministers like you. It is men such as you who wreck mighty empires on the rock of their own greatness. Our mother, Russia, hath no need of such unnatural sons. You can make no atonement now; it is too late for that. The grave cannot give back your dead, nor the gibbet your martyrs, but I shall be more merciful to you. I give you your lives! That is the curse I would lay on you. But if there is a man of you found in Moscow by to-morrow night your heads will be off your shoulders.


    Baron Raff. You remind us wonderfully, Sire, of your Imperial father.


    Czar. I banish you all from Russia. Your estates are confiscated to the people. You may carry your titles with you. Reforms in Russia, Baron, always end in a farce. You will have a good opportunity, Prince Petrovitch, of practising self-denial, that excellent virtue! that excellent virtue! So, Baron, you think a Parliament in Russia would be merely a place for brawling. Well, I will see that the reports of each session are sent to you regularly.


    Baron Raff. Sire, you are adding another horror to exile.


    Czar. But you will have such time for literature now. You forget you are diplomatists. Men of thought should have nothing to do with action.


    Prince Petrovitch. Sire, we did but jest.


    Czar. Then I banish you for your bad jokes. Bon voyage, Messieurs. If you value your lives you will catch the first train for Paris. [Exeunt Ministers.] Russia is well rid of such men as these. They are the jackals that follow in the lion’s track. They have no courage themselves, except to pillage and rob. But for these men and for Prince Paul my father would have been a good king, would not have died so horribly as he did die. How strange it is, the most real parts of one’s life always seem to be a dream! The council, the fearful law which was to kill the people, the arrest, the cry in the courtyard, the pistol-shot, my father’s bloody hands, and then the crown! One can live for years sometimes, without living at all, and then all life comes crowding into a single hour. I had no time to think. Before my father’s hideous shriek of death had died in my ears I found this crown on my head, the purple robe around me, and heard myself called a king. I would have given it all up then; it seemed nothing to me then; but now, can I give it up now? Well, Colonel, well? [Enter Colonel of the Guard.]


    Colonel. What password does your Imperial Majesty desire should be given to-night?


    Czar. Password?


    Colonel. For the cordon of guards, Sire, on night duty around the palace.


    Czar. You can dismiss them. I have no need of them. [Exit Colonel.] [Goes to the crown lying on the table.] What subtle potency lies hidden in this gaudy bauble, the crown, that makes one feel like a god when one wears it? To hold in one’s hand this little fiery coloured world, to reach out one’s arm to earth’s uttermost limit, to girdle the seas with one’s hosts; this is to wear a crown! to wear a crown! The meanest serf in Russia who is loved is better crowned than I. How love outweighs the balance! How poor appears the widest empire of this golden world when matched with love! Pent up in this palace, with spies dogging every step, I have heard nothing of her; I have not seen her once since that fearful hour three days ago, when I found myself suddenly the Czar of this wide waste, Russia. Oh, could I see her for a moment; tell her now the secret of my life I have never dared utter before: tell her why I wear this crown, when I have sworn eternal war against all crowned men! There was a meeting to-night. I received my summons by an unknown hand; but how could I go? I who have broken my oath! who have broken my oath!


    [Enter Page.]


    Page. It is after eleven, Sire. Shall I take the first watch in your room to-night?


    Czar. Why should you watch me, boy? The stars are my best sentinels.


    Page. It was your Imperial father’s wish, Sire, never to be left alone while he slept.


    Czar. My father was troubled with bad dreams. Go, get to your bed, boy; it is nigh on midnight, and these late hours will spoil those red cheeks. [Page tries to kiss his hand.] Nay, nay; we have played together too often as children for that. Oh, to breathe the same air as her, and not to see her! the light seems to have gone from my life, the sun vanished from my day.


    Page. Sire—Alexis—let me stay with you to-night! There is some danger over you; I feel there is.


    Czar. What should I fear? I have banished all my enemies from Russia. Set the brazier here, by me; it is very cold, and I would sit by it for a time. Go, boy, go; I have much to think about to-night. [Goes to back of stage, draws aside curtain. View of Moscow by moonlight.] The snow has fallen heavily since sunset. How white and cold my city looks under this pale moon! And yet, what hot and fiery hearts beat in this icy Russia, for all its frost and snow! Oh, to see her for a moment; to tell her all; to tell her why I am king! But she does not doubt me; she said she would trust in me. Though I have broken my oath, she will have trust. It is very cold. Where is my cloak? I shall sleep for an hour. Then I have ordered my sledge, and, though I die for it, I shall see Vera to-night. Did I not bid thee go, boy? What! must I play the tyrant so soon? Go, go! I cannot live without seeing her. My horses will be here in an hour; one hour between me and love! How heavy this charcoal fire smells. [Exit the Page. Lies down on a couch beside brazier.]


    [Enter Vera in a black cloak.]


    Vera. Asleep! God! thou art good! Who shall deliver him from my hands now? This is he! The democrat who would make himself a king, the republican who hath worn a crown, the traitor who hath lied to us. Michael was right. He loved not the people. He loved me not. [Bends over him.] Oh, why should such deadly poison lie in such sweet lips? Was there not gold enough in his hair before, that he should tarnish it with this crown? But my day has come now; the day of the people, of liberty, has come! Your day, my brother, has come! Though I have strangled whatever nature is in me, I did not think it had been so easy to kill. One blow and it is over, and I can wash my hands in water afterwards, I can wash my hands afterwards. Come, I shall save Russia. I have sworn it. [Raises dagger to strike.]


    Czar. [Starting up, seizes her by both hands.] Vera, you here! My dream was no dream at all. Why have you left me three days alone, when I most needed you? O God, you think I am a traitor, a liar, a king? I am, for love of you. Vera, it was for you I broke my oath and wear my father’s crown. I would lay at your feet this mighty Russia, which you and I have loved so well; would give you this earth as a footstool! set this crown on your head. The people will love us. We will rule them by love, as a father rules his children. There shall be liberty in Russia for every man to think as his heart bids him; liberty for men to speak as they think. I have banished the wolves that preyed on us; I have brought back your brother from Siberia; I have opened the blackened jaws of the mine. The courier is already on his way; within a week Dmitri and all those with him will be back in their own land. The people shall be free—are free now—and you and I, Emperor and Empress of this mighty realm, will walk among them openly, in love. When they gave me this crown first, I would have flung it back to them, had it not been for you, Vera. O God! It is men’s custom in Russia to bring gifts to those they love. I said, I will bring to the woman I love a people, an empire, a world! Vera, it is for you, for you alone, I kept this crown; for you alone I am a king. Oh, I have loved you better than my oath! Why will you not speak to me? You love me not! You love me not! You have come to warn me of some plot against my life. What is life worth to me without you? [Conspirators murmur outside.]


    Vera. Oh, lost! lost! lost!


    Czar. Nay, you are safe here. It wants five hours still of dawn. To-morrow, I will lead you forth to the whole people——


    Vera. To-morrow——!


    Czar. Will crown you with my own hands as Empress in that great cathedral which my fathers built.


    Vera. [Loosens her hands violently from him, and starts up.] I am a Nihilist! I cannot wear a crown!


    Czar. [Falls at her feet.] I am no king now. I am only a boy who has loved you better than his honour, better than his oath. For love of the people I would have been a patriot. For love of you I have been a traitor. Let us go forth together, we will live amongst the common people. I am no king. I will toil for you like the peasant or the serf. Oh, love me a little too! [Conspirators murmur outside.]


    Vera. [Clutching dagger.] To strangle whatever nature is in me, neither to love nor to be loved, neither to pity nor—— Oh, I am a woman! God help me, I am a woman! O Alexis! I too have broken my oath; I am a traitor. I love. Oh, do not speak, do not speak—[kisses his lips]—the first, the last time. [He clasps her in his arms; they sit on the couch together.]


    Czar. I could die now.


    Vera. What does death do in thy lips? Thy life, thy love are enemies of death. Speak not of death[.] Not yet, not yet.


    Czar. I know not why death came into my heart. Perchance the cup of life is filled too full of pleasure to endure. This is our wedding night.


    Vera. Our wedding night!


    Czar. And if death came himself, methinks that I could kiss his pallid mouth, and suck sweet poison from it.


    Vera. Our wedding night! Nay, nay. Death should not sit at the feast. There is no such thing as death.


    Czar. There shall not be for us. [Conspirators murmur outside.]


    Vera. What is that? Did you not hear something?


    Czar. Only your voice, that fowler’s note which lures my heart away like a poor bird upon the limed twig.


    Vera. Methought that someone laughed.


    Czar. It was but the wind and rain; the night is full of storm. [Conspirators murmur outside.]


    Vera. It should be so indeed. Oh, where are your guards? where are your guards?


    Czar. Where should they be but at home? I shall not live pent round by sword and steel. The love of a people is a king’s best body-guard.


    Vera. The love of a people!


    Czar. Sweet, you are safe here. Nothing can harm you here. O love, I knew you trusted me! You said you would have trust.


    Vera. I have had trust. O love, the past seems but some dull grey dream from which our souls have wakened. This is life at last.


    Czar. Ay, life at last.


    Vera. Our wedding night! Oh, let me drink my fill of love to-night! Nay, sweet, not yet, not yet. How still it is, and yet methinks the air is full of music. It is some nightingale, who, wearying of the south, has come to sing in this bleak north to lovers such as we. It is the nightingale. Dost thou not hear it?


    Czar. Oh, sweet, mine ears are clogged to all sweet sounds save thine own voice, and mine eyes blinded to all sights but thee, else had I heard that nightingale, and seen the golden-vestured morning sun itself steal from its sombre east before its time for jealousy that thou art twice as fair.


    Vera. Yet would that thou hadst heard the nightingale. Methinks that bird will never sing again.


    Czar. It is no nightingale. ’Tis love himself singing for very ecstasy of joy that thou art changed into his votaress. [Clock begins striking twelve.] Oh, listen, sweet, it is the lover’s hour. Come, let us stand without, and hear the midnight answered from tower to tower over the wide white town. Our wedding night! What is that? What is that?


    [Loud murmurs of Conspirators in the street.]


    Vera. [Breaks from him and rushes across the stage.] The wedding guests are here already! Ay, you shall have your sign! [Stabs herself.] You shall have your sign! [Rushes to the window.]


    Czar. [Intercepts her by rushing between her and window, and snatches dagger out of her hand.] Vera!


    Vera. [Clinging to him.] Give me back the dagger! Give me back the dagger! There are men in the street who seek your life! Your guards have betrayed you! This bloody dagger is the signal that you are dead. [Conspirators begin to shout below in the street.] Oh, there is not a moment to be lost! Throw it out! Throw it out! Nothing can save me now; this dagger is poisoned! I feel death already in my heart.


    Czar. [Holding dagger out of her reach.] Death is in my heart too; we shall die together.


    Vera. Oh, love! love! love! be merciful to me! The wolves are hot upon you! you must live for liberty, for Russia, for me! Oh, you do not love me! You offered me an empire once! Give me this dagger now! Oh, you are cruel! My life for yours! What does it matter! [Loud shouts in the street, “Vera! Vera! To the rescue! To the rescue!”]


    Czar. The bitterness of death is past for me.


    Vera. Oh, they are breaking in below! See! The bloody man behind you! [Czar turns round for an instant.] Ah! [Vera snatches dagger and flings it out of window.]


    Conspirators. [Below.] Long live the people!


    Czar. What have you done!


    Vera. I have saved Russia. [Dies.]


    Curtain.
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    Act I.


    Scene—The Market Place of Padua at noon; in the background is the great Cathedral of Padua; the architecture is Romanesque, and wrought in black and white marbles; a flight of marble steps leads up to the Cathedral door; at the foot of the steps are two large stone lions; the houses on each side of the stage have coloured awnings from their windows, and are flanked by stone arcades; on the right of the stage is the public fountain, with a triton in green bronze blowing from a conch; around the fountain is a stone seat; the bell of the Cathedral is ringing, and the citizens, men, women and children, are passing into the Cathedral.


    [Enter Guido Ferranti and Ascanio Cristofano.]


    Ascanio. Now by my life, Guido, I will go no farther; for if I walk another step I will have no life left to swear by; this wild-goose errand of yours! [Sits down on the steps of the fountain.]


    Guido. I think it must be here. [Goes up to passer-by and doffs his cap.] Pray, sir, is this the market place, and that the church of Santa Croce? [Citizen bows.] I thank you, sir.


    Ascanio. Well?


    Guido. Ay! it is here.


    Ascanio. I would it were somewhere else, for I see no wine-shop.


    Guido. [Taking a letter from his pocket and reading it.] ‘The hour noon; the city, Padua; the place, the market; and the day, Saint Philip’s Day.’


    Ascanio. And what of the man, how shall we know him?


    Guido. [reading still] ‘I will wear a violet cloak with a silver falcon broidered on the shoulder.’ A brave attire, Ascanio.


    Ascanio. I’d sooner have my leathern jerkin. And you think he will tell you of your father?


    Guido. Why, yes! It is a month ago now, you remember; I was in the vineyard, just at the corner nearest the road, where the goats used to get in, a man rode up and asked me was my name Guido, and gave me this letter, signed ‘Your Father’s Friend,’ bidding me be here to-day if I would know the secret of my birth, and telling me how to recognise the writer! I had always thought old Pedro was my uncle, but he told me that he was not, but that I had been left a child in his charge by some one he had never since seen.


    Ascanio. And you don’t know who your father is?


    Guido. No.


    Ascanio. No recollection of him even?


    Guido. None, Ascanio, none.


    Ascanio. [laughing] Then he could never have boxed your ears so often as my father did mine.


    Guido. [smiling] I am sure you never deserved it.


    Ascanio. Never; and that made it worse. I hadn’t the consciousness of guilt to buoy me up. What hour did you say he fixed?


    Guido. Noon. [Clock in the Cathedral strikes.]


    Ascanio. It is that now, and your man has not come. I don’t believe in him, Guido. I think it is some wench who has set her eye at you; and, as I have followed you from Perugia to Padua, I swear you shall follow me to the nearest tavern. [Rises.] By the great gods of eating, Guido, I am as hungry as a widow is for a husband, as tired as a young maid is of good advice, and as dry as a monk’s sermon. Come, Guido, you stand there looking at nothing, like the fool who tried to look into his own mind; your man will not come.


    Guido. Well, I suppose you are right. Ah! [Just as he is leaving the stage with Ascanio, enter Lord Moranzone in a violet cloak, with a silver falcon broidered on the shoulder; he passes across to the Cathedral, and just as he is going in Guido runs up and touches him.]

  


  
    Moranzone. Guido Ferranti, thou hast come in time.


    Guido. What! Does my father live?


    Moranzone. Ay! lives in thee.


    Thou art the same in mould and lineament,


    Carriage and form, and outward semblances;


    I trust thou art in noble mind the same.


    Guido. Oh, tell me of my father; I have lived


    But for this moment.


    Moranzone. We must be alone.


    Guido. This is my dearest friend, who out of love


    Has followed me to Padua; as two brothers,


    There is no secret which we do not share.


    Moranzone. There is one secret which ye shall not share;


    Bid him go hence.


    Guido. [to Ascanio] Come back within the hour.


    He does not know that nothing in this world


    Can dim the perfect mirror of our love.


    Within the hour come.


    Ascanio. Speak not to him,


    There is a dreadful terror in his look.


    Guido. [laughing]


    Nay, nay, I doubt not that he has come to tell


    That I am some great Lord of Italy,


    And we will have long days of joy together.


    Within the hour, dear Ascanio.


    [Exit Ascanio.]


    Now tell me of my father? [Sits down on a stone seat.] Stood he tall?


    I warrant he looked tall upon his horse.


    His hair was black? or perhaps a reddish gold,


    Like a red fire of gold? Was his voice low?


    The very bravest men have voices sometimes


    Full of low music; or a clarion was it


    That brake with terror all his enemies?


    Did he ride singly? or with many squires


    And valiant gentlemen to serve his state?


    For oftentimes methinks I feel my veins


    Beat with the blood of kings. Was he a king?


    Moranzone. Ay, of all men he was the kingliest.


    Guido. [proudly] Then when you saw my noble father last


    He was set high above the heads of men?


    Moranzone. Ay, he was high above the heads of men,


    [Walks over to Guido and puts his hand upon his shoulder.]


    On a red scaffold, with a butcher’s block


    Set for his neck.


    Guido. [leaping up]


    What dreadful man art thou,


    That like a raven, or the midnight owl,


    Com’st with this awful message from the grave?


    Moranzone. I am known here as the Count Moranzone,


    Lord of a barren castle on a rock,


    With a few acres of unkindly land


    And six not thrifty servants. But I was one


    Of Parma’s noblest princes; more than that,


    I was your father’s friend.


    Guido. [clasping his hand] Tell me of him.


    Moranzone. You are the son of that great Duke Lorenzo,


    He was the Prince of Parma, and the Duke


    Of all the fair domains of Lombardy


    Down to the gates of Florence; nay, Florence even


    Was wont to pay him tribute——


    Guido. Come to his death.


    Moranzone. You will hear that soon enough. Being at war—


    O noble lion of war, that would not suffer


    Injustice done in Italy!—he led


    The very flower of chivalry against


    That foul adulterous Lord of Rimini,


    Giovanni Malatesta—whom God curse!


    And was by him in treacherous ambush taken,


    And like a villain, or a low-born knave,


    Was by him on the public scaffold murdered.


    Guido. [clutching his dagger] Doth Malatesta live?


    Moranzone. No, he is dead.


    Guido. Did you say dead? O too swift runner, Death,


    Couldst thou not wait for me a little space,


    And I had done thy bidding!


    Moranzone. [clutching his wrist] Thou canst do it!


    The man who sold thy father is alive.


    Guido. Sold! was my father sold?


    Moranzone. Ay! trafficked for,


    Like a vile chattel, for a price betrayed,


    Bartered and bargained for in privy market


    By one whom he had held his perfect friend,


    One he had trusted, one he had well loved,


    One whom by ties of kindness he had bound——


    Guido. And he lives


    Who sold my father?


    Moranzone. I will bring you to him.


    Guido. So, Judas, thou art living! well, I will make


    This world thy field of blood, so buy it straight-way,


    For thou must hang there.


    Moranzone. Judas said you, boy?


    Yes, Judas in his treachery, but still


    He was more wise than Judas was, and held


    Those thirty silver pieces not enough.


    Guido. What got he for my father’s blood?


    Moranzone. What got he?


    Why cities, fiefs, and principalities,


    Vineyards, and lands.


    Guido. Of which he shall but keep


    Six feet of ground to rot in. Where is he,


    This damned villain, this foul devil? where?


    Show me the man, and come he cased in steel,


    In complete panoply and pride of war,


    Ay, guarded by a thousand men-at-arms,


    Yet I shall reach him through their spears, and feel


    The last black drop of blood from his black heart


    Crawl down my blade. Show me the man, I say,


    And I will kill him.


    Moranzone. [coldly]


    Fool, what revenge is there?


    Death is the common heritage of all,


    And death comes best when it comes suddenly.


    [Goes up close to Guido.]


    Your father was betrayed, there is your cue;


    For you shall sell the seller in his turn.


    I will make you of his household, you shall sit


    At the same board with him, eat of his bread——


    Guido. O bitter bread!


    Moranzone. Thy palate is too nice,


    Revenge will make it sweet. Thou shalt o’ nights


    Pledge him in wine, drink from his cup, and be


    His intimate, so he will fawn on thee,


    Love thee, and trust thee in all secret things.


    If he bid thee be merry thou must laugh,


    And if it be his humour to be sad


    Thou shalt don sables. Then when the time is ripe——


    [Guido clutches his sword.]


    Nay, nay, I trust thee not; your hot young blood,


    Undisciplined nature, and too violent rage


    Will never tarry for this great revenge,


    But wreck itself on passion.


    Guido. Thou knowest me not.


    Tell me the man, and I in everything


    Will do thy bidding.


    Moranzone. Well, when the time is ripe.


    The victim trusting and the occasion sure,


    I will by sudden secret messenger


    Send thee a sign.


    Guido. How shall I kill him, tell me?


    Moranzone. That night thou shalt creep into his private chamber;


    But if he sleep see that thou wake him first,


    And hold thy hand upon his throat, ay! that way,


    Then having told him of what blood thou art,


    Sprung from what father, and for what revenge,


    Bid him to pray for mercy; when he prays,


    Bid him to set a price upon his life,


    And when he strips himself of all his gold


    Tell him thou needest not gold, and hast not mercy,


    And do thy business straight away. Swear to me


    Thou wilt not kill him till I bid thee do it,


    Or else I go to mine own house, and leave


    Thee ignorant, and thy father unavenged.


    Guido. Now by my father’s sword——


    Moranzone. The common hangman


    Brake that in sunder in the public square.


    Guido. Then by my father’s grave——


    Moranzone. What grave? what grave?


    Your noble father lieth in no grave,


    I saw his dust strewn on the air, his ashes


    Whirled through the windy streets like common straws


    To plague a beggar’s eyesight, and his head,


    That gentle head, set on the prison spike,


    For the vile rabble in their insolence


    To shoot their tongues at.


    Guido. Was it so indeed?


    Then by my father’s spotless memory,


    And by the shameful manner of his death,


    And by the base betrayal by his friend,


    For these at least remain, by these I swear


    I will not lay my hand upon his life


    Until you bid me, then—God help his soul,


    For he shall die as never dog died yet.


    And now, the sign, what is it?


    Moranzone. This dagger, boy;


    It was your father’s.


    Guido. Oh, let me look at it!


    I do remember now my reputed uncle,


    That good old husbandman I left at home,


    Told me a cloak wrapped round me when a babe


    Bare too such yellow leopards wrought in gold;


    I like them best in steel, as they are here,


    They suit my purpose better. Tell me, sir,


    Have you no message from my father to me?


    Moranzone. Poor boy, you never saw that noble father,


    For when by his false friend he had been sold,


    Alone of all his gentlemen I escaped


    To bear the news to Parma to the Duchess.


    Guido. Speak to me of my mother.


    Moranzone. When thy mother


    Heard my black news, she fell into a swoon,


    And, being with untimely travail seized—


    Bare thee into the world before thy time,


    And then her soul went heavenward, to wait


    Thy father, at the gates of Paradise.


    Guido. A mother dead, a father sold and bartered!


    I seem to stand on some beleaguered wall,


    And messenger comes after messenger


    With a new tale of terror; give me breath,


    Mine ears are tired.


    Moranzone. When thy mother died,


    Fearing our enemies, I gave it out


    Thou wert dead also, and then privily


    Conveyed thee to an ancient servitor,


    Who by Perugia lived; the rest thou knowest.


    Guido. Saw you my father afterwards?


    Moranzone. Ay! once;


    In mean attire, like a vineyard dresser,


    I stole to Rimini.


    Guido. [taking his hand]


    O generous heart!


    Moranzone. One can buy everything in Rimini,


    And so I bought the gaolers! when your father


    Heard that a man child had been born to him,


    His noble face lit up beneath his helm


    Like a great fire seen far out at sea,


    And taking my two hands, he bade me, Guido,


    To rear you worthy of him; so I have reared you


    To revenge his death upon the friend who sold him.


    Guido. Thou hast done well; I for my father thank thee.


    And now his name?


    Moranzone. How you remind me of him,


    You have each gesture that your father had.


    Guido. The traitor’s name?


    Moranzone. Thou wilt hear that anon;


    The Duke and other nobles at the Court


    Are coming hither.


    Guido. What of that? his name?


    Moranzone. Do they not seem a valiant company


    Of honourable, honest gentlemen?


    Guido. His name, milord?


    [Enter the Duke of Padua with Count Bardi, Maffio, Petrucci, and other gentlemen of his Court.]


    Moranzone. [quickly]


    The man to whom I kneel


    Is he who sold your father! mark me well.


    Guido. [clutches his dagger]


    The Duke!


    Moranzone. Leave off that fingering of thy knife.


    Hast thou so soon forgotten? [Kneels to the Duke.]


    My noble Lord.


    Duke. Welcome, Count Moranzone; ’tis some time


    Since we have seen you here in Padua.


    We hunted near your castle yesterday—


    Call you it castle? that bleak house of yours


    Wherein you sit a-mumbling o’er your beads,


    Telling your vices like a good old man.


    [Catches sight of Guido and starts back.]


    Who is that?


    Moranzone. My sister’s son, your Grace,


    Who being now of age to carry arms,


    Would for a season tarry at your Court


    Duke. [still looking at Guido]


    What is his name?


    Moranzone. Guido Ferranti, sir.


    Duke. His city?


    Moranzone. He is Mantuan by birth.


    Duke. [advancing towards Guido]


    You have the eyes of one I used to know,


    But he died childless. Are you honest, boy?


    Then be not spendthrift of your honesty,


    But keep it to yourself; in Padua


    Men think that honesty is ostentatious, so


    It is not of the fashion. Look at these lords.


    Count Bardi. [aside]


    Here is some bitter arrow for us, sure.


    Duke. Why, every man among them has his price,


    Although, to do them justice, some of them


    Are quite expensive.


    Count Bardi. [aside]


    There it comes indeed.


    Duke. So be not honest; eccentricity


    Is not a thing should ever be encouraged,


    Although, in this dull stupid age of ours,


    The most eccentric thing a man can do


    Is to have brains, then the mob mocks at him;


    And for the mob, despise it as I do,


    I hold its bubble praise and windy favours


    In such account, that popularity


    Is the one insult I have never suffered.


    Maffio. [aside]


    He has enough of hate, if he needs that.


    Duke. Have prudence; in your dealings with the world


    Be not too hasty; act on the second thought,


    First impulses are generally good.


    Guido. [aside]


    Surely a toad sits on his lips, and spills its venom there.


    Duke. See thou hast enemies,


    Else will the world think very little of thee;


    It is its test of power; yet see thou show’st


    A smiling mask of friendship to all men,


    Until thou hast them safely in thy grip,


    Then thou canst crush them.


    Guido. [aside]


    O wise philosopher!


    That for thyself dost dig so deep a grave.


    Moranzone. [to him]


    Dost thou mark his words?


    Guido. Oh, be thou sure I do.


    Duke. And be not over-scrupulous; clean hands


    With nothing in them make a sorry show.


    If you would have the lion’s share of life


    You must wear the fox’s skin. Oh, it will fit you;


    It is a coat which fitteth every man.


    Guido. Your Grace,


    I shall remember.


    Duke. That is well, boy, well.


    I would not have about me shallow fools,


    Who with mean scruples weigh the gold of life,


    And faltering, paltering, end by failure; failure,


    The only crime which I have not committed:


    I would have men about me. As for conscience,


    Conscience is but the name which cowardice


    Fleeing from battle scrawls upon its shield.


    You understand me, boy?


    Guido. I do, your Grace,


    And will in all things carry out the creed


    Which you have taught me.


    Maffio. I never heard your Grace


    So much in the vein for preaching; let the Cardinal


    Look to his laurels, sir.


    Duke. The Cardinal!


    Men follow my creed, and they gabble his.


    I do not think much of the Cardinal;


    Although he is a holy churchman, and


    I quite admit his dulness. Well, sir, from now.


    We count you of our household


    [He holds out his hand for Guido to kiss. Guido starts back in horror, but at a gesture from Count Moranzone, kneels and kisses it.]


    We will see


    That you are furnished with such equipage


    As doth befit your honour and our state.


    Guido. I thank your Grace most heartily.


    Duke. Tell me again


    What is your name?


    Guido. Guido Ferranti, sir.


    Duke. And you are Mantuan? Look to your wives, my lords,


    When such a gallant comes to Padua.


    Thou dost well to laugh, Count Bardi; I have noted


    How merry is that husband by whose hearth


    Sits an uncomely wife.


    Maffio. May it please your Grace,


    The wives of Padua are above suspicion.


    Duke. What, are they so ill-favoured! Let us go,


    This Cardinal detains our pious Duchess;


    His sermon and his beard want cutting both:


    Will you come with us, sir, and hear a text


    From holy Jerome?


    Moranzone. [bowing]


    My liege, there are some matters——


    Duke. [interrupting]


    Thou need’st make no excuse for missing mass.


    Come, gentlemen.


    [Exit with his suite into Cathedral.]


    Guido. [after a pause]


    So the Duke sold my father;


    I kissed his hand.


    Moranzone. Thou shalt do that many times.


    Guido. Must it be so?


    Moranzone. Ay! thou hast sworn an oath.


    Guido. That oath shall make me marble.


    Moranzone. Farewell, boy,


    Thou wilt not see me till the time is ripe.


    Guido. I pray thou comest quickly.


    Moranzone. I will come


    When it is time; be ready.


    Guido. Fear me not.


    Moranzone. Here is your friend; see that you banish him


    Both from your heart and Padua.


    Guido. From Padua,


    Not from my heart.


    Moranzone. Nay, from thy heart as well,


    I will not leave thee till I see thee do it.


    Guido. Can I have no friend?


    Moranzone. Revenge shall be thy friend;


    Thou need’st no other.


    Guido. Well, then be it so.


    [Enter Ascanio Cristofano.]

  


  
    Ascanio. Come, Guido, I have been beforehand with you in everything, for I have drunk a flagon of wine, eaten a pasty, and kissed the maid who served it. Why, you look as melancholy as a schoolboy who cannot buy apples, or a politician who cannot sell his vote. What news, Guido, what news?

  


  
    Guido. Why, that we two must part, Ascanio.


    Ascanio. That would be news indeed, but it is not true.


    Guido. Too true it is, you must get hence, Ascanio,


    And never look upon my face again.


    Ascanio. No, no; indeed you do not know me, Guido;


    ’Tis true I am a common yeoman’s son,


    Nor versed in fashions of much courtesy;


    But, if you are nobly born, cannot I be


    Your serving man? I will tend you with more love


    Than any hired servant.


    Guido. [clasping his hand]


    Ascanio!


    [Sees Moranzone looking at him and drops Ascanio’s hand.]


    It cannot be.


    Ascanio. What, is it so with you?


    I thought the friendship of the antique world


    Was not yet dead, but that the Roman type


    Might even in this poor and common age


    Find counterparts of love; then by this love


    Which beats between us like a summer sea,


    Whatever lot has fallen to your hand


    May I not share it?


    Guido. Share it?


    Ascanio. Ay!


    Guido. No, no.


    Ascanio. Have you then come to some inheritance


    Of lordly castle, or of stored-up gold?


    Guido. [bitterly]


    Ay! I have come to my inheritance.


    O bloody legacy! and O murderous dole!


    Which, like the thrifty miser, must I hoard,


    And to my own self keep; and so, I pray you,


    Let us part here.


    Ascanio. What, shall we never more


    Sit hand in hand, as we were wont to sit,


    Over some book of ancient chivalry


    Stealing a truant holiday from school,


    Follow the huntsmen through the autumn woods,


    And watch the falcons burst their tasselled jesses,


    When the hare breaks from covert.


    Guido. Never more.


    Ascanio. Must I go hence without a word of love?


    Guido. You must go hence, and may love go with you.


    Ascanio. You are unknightly, and ungenerous.


    Guido. Unknightly and ungenerous if you will.


    Why should we waste more words about the matter!


    Let us part now.


    Ascanio. Have you no message, Guido?


    Guido. None; my whole past was but a schoolboy’s dream;


    To-day my life begins. Farewell.


    Ascanio. Farewell [exit slowly.]


    Guido. Now are you satisfied? Have you not seen


    My dearest friend, and my most loved companion,


    Thrust from me like a common kitchen knave!


    Oh, that I did it! Are you not satisfied?


    Moranzone. Ay! I am satisfied. Now I go hence,


    Do not forget the sign, your father’s dagger,


    And do the business when I send it to you.


    Guido. Be sure I shall.


    [Exit Lord Moranzone.]


    Guido. O thou eternal heaven!


    If there is aught of nature in my soul,


    Of gentle pity, or fond kindliness,


    Wither it up, blast it, bring it to nothing,


    Or if thou wilt not, then will I myself


    Cut pity with a sharp knife from my heart


    And strangle mercy in her sleep at night


    Lest she speak to me. Vengeance there I have it.


    Be thou my comrade and my bedfellow,


    Sit by my side, ride to the chase with me,


    When I am weary sing me pretty songs,


    When I am light o’ heart, make jest with me,


    And when I dream, whisper into my ear


    The dreadful secret of a father’s murder—


    Did I say murder? [Draws his dagger.]


    Listen, thou terrible God!


    Thou God that punishest all broken oaths,


    And bid some angel write this oath in fire,


    That from this hour, till my dear father’s murder


    In blood I have revenged, I do forswear


    The noble ties of honourable friendship,


    The noble joys of dear companionship,


    Affection’s bonds, and loyal gratitude,


    Ay, more, from this same hour I do forswear


    All love of women, and the barren thing


    Which men call beauty——


    [The organ peals in the Cathedral, and under a canopy of cloth of silver tissue, borne by four pages in scarlet, the Duchess of Padua comes down the steps; as she passes across their eyes meet for a moment, and as she leaves the stage she looks back at Guido, and the dagger falls from his hand.]


    Oh! who is that?


    A Citizen. The Duchess of Padua!


    End of Act I.


     

      


    Act II.


    Scene—A state room in the Ducal Palace, hung with tapestries representing the Masque of Venus; a large door in the centre opens into a corridor of red marble, through which one can see a view of Padua; a large canopy is set (R.C.) with three thrones, one a little lower than the others; the ceiling is made of long gilded beams; furniture of the period, chairs covered with gilt leather, and buffets set with gold and silver plate, and chests painted with mythological scenes. A number of the courtiers is out on the corridor looking from it down into the street below; from the street comes the roar of a mob and cries of ‘Death to the Duke’: after a little interval enter the Duke very calmly; he is leaning on the arm of Guido Ferranti; with him enters also the Lord Cardinal; the mob still shouting.


    Duke. No, my Lord Cardinal, I weary of her!


    Why, she is worse than ugly, she is good.


    Maffio. [excitedly]


    Your Grace, there are two thousand people there


    Who every moment grow more clamorous.


    Duke. Tut, man, they waste their strength upon their lungs!


    People who shout so loud, my lords, do nothing;


    The only men I fear are silent men.


    [A yell from the people.]


    You see, Lord Cardinal, how my people love me.


    [Another yell.]


    Go, Petrucci,


    And tell the captain of the guard below


    To clear the square. Do you not hear me, sir?


    Do what I bid you.


    [Exit Petrucci.]


    Cardinal. I beseech your Grace


    To listen to their grievances.


    Duke. [sitting on his throne]


    Ay! the peaches


    Are not so big this year as they were last.


    I crave your pardon, my lord Cardinal,


    I thought you spake of peaches.


    [A cheer from the people.]


    What is that?


    Guido. [rushes to the window]


    The Duchess has gone forth into the square,


    And stands between the people and the guard,


    And will not let them shoot.


    Duke. The devil take her!


    Guido. [still at the window]


    And followed by a dozen of the citizens


    Has come into the Palace.


    Duke. [starting up]


    By Saint James,


    Our Duchess waxes bold!


    Bardi. Here comes the Duchess.


    Duke. Shut that door there; this morning air is cold.


    [They close the door on the corridor.]


    [Enter the Duchess followed by a crowd of meanly dressed Citizens.]


    Duchess. [flinging herself upon her knees]


    I do beseech your Grace to give us audience.


    Duke. What are these grievances?


    Duchess. Alas, my Lord,


    Such common things as neither you nor I,


    Nor any of these noble gentlemen,


    Have ever need at all to think about;


    They say the bread, the very bread they eat,


    Is made of sorry chaff.


    First Citizen. Ay! so it is,


    Nothing but chaff.


    Duke. And very good food too,


    I give it to my horses.


    Duchess. [restraining herself]


    They say the water,


    Set in the public cisterns for their use,


    [Has, through the breaking of the aqueduct,]


    To stagnant pools and muddy puddles turned.


    Duke. They should drink wine; water is quite unwholesome.


    Second Citizen. Alack, your Grace, the taxes which the customs


    Take at the city gate are grown so high


    We cannot buy wine.


    Duke. Then you should bless the taxes


    Which make you temperate.


    Duchess. Think, while we sit


    In gorgeous pomp and state, gaunt poverty


    Creeps through their sunless lanes, and with sharp knives


    Cuts the warm throats of children stealthily


    And no word said.


    Third Citizen. Ay! marry, that is true,


    My little son died yesternight from hunger;


    He was but six years old; I am so poor,


    I cannot bury him.


    Duke. If you are poor,


    Are you not blessed in that? Why, poverty


    Is one of the Christian virtues,


    [Turns to the Cardinal.]


    Is it not?


    I know, Lord Cardinal, you have great revenues,


    Rich abbey-lands, and tithes, and large estates


    For preaching voluntary poverty.


    Duchess. Nay but, my lord the Duke, be generous;


    While we sit here within a noble house


    [With shaded porticoes against the sun,


    And walls and roofs to keep the winter out],


    There are many citizens of Padua


    Who in vile tenements live so full of holes,


    That the chill rain, the snow, and the rude blast,


    Are tenants also with them; others sleep


    Under the arches of the public bridges


    All through the autumn nights, till the wet mist


    Stiffens their limbs, and fevers come, and so——


    Duke. And so they go to Abraham’s bosom, Madam.


    They should thank me for sending them to Heaven,


    If they are wretched here.


    [To the Cardinal.]


    Is it not said


    Somewhere in Holy Writ, that every man


    Should be contented with that state of life


    God calls him to? Why should I change their state,


    Or meddle with an all-wise providence,


    Which has apportioned that some men should starve,


    And others surfeit? I did not make the world.


    First Citizen. He hath a hard heart.


    Second Citizen. Nay, be silent, neighbour;


    I think the Cardinal will speak for us.


    Cardinal. True, it is Christian to bear misery,


    Yet it is Christian also to be kind,


    And there seem many evils in this town,


    Which in your wisdom might your Grace reform.


    First Citizen. What is that word reform? What does it mean?


    Second Citizen. Marry, it means leaving things as they are; I like it not.


    Duke. Reform, Lord Cardinal, did you say reform?


    There is a man in Germany called Luther,


    Who would reform the Holy Catholic Church.


    Have you not made him heretic, and uttered


    Anathema, maranatha, against him?


    Cardinal. [rising from his seat]


    He would have led the sheep out of the fold,


    We do but ask of you to feed the sheep.


    Duke. When I have shorn their fleeces I may feed them.


    As for these rebels——


    [Duchess entreats him.]


    First Citizen. That is a kind word,


    He means to give us something.


    Second Citizen. Is that so?


    Duke. These ragged knaves who come before us here,


    With mouths chock-full of treason.


    Third Citizen. Good my Lord,


    Fill up our mouths with bread; we’ll hold our tongues.


    Duke. Ye shall hold your tongues, whether you starve or not.


    My lords, this age is so familiar grown,


    That the low peasant hardly doffs his hat,


    Unless you beat him; and the raw mechanic


    Elbows the noble in the public streets.


    [To the Citizens.]


    Still as our gentle Duchess has so prayed us,


    And to refuse so beautiful a beggar


    Were to lack both courtesy and love,


    Touching your grievances, I promise this——


    First Citizen. Marry, he will lighten the taxes!


    Second Citizen. Or a dole of bread, think you, for each man?


    Duke. That, on next Sunday, the Lord Cardinal


    Shall, after Holy Mass, preach you a sermon


    Upon the Beauty of Obedience.


    [Citizens murmur.]


    First Citizen. I’ faith, that will not fill our stomachs!


    Second Citizen. A sermon is but a sorry sauce, when


    You have nothing to eat with it.


    Duchess. Poor people,


    You see I have no power with the Duke,


    But if you go into the court without,


    My almoner shall from my private purse,


    Divide a hundred ducats ’mongst you all.


    First Citizen. God save the Duchess, say I.


    Second Citizen. God save her.


    Duchess. And every Monday morn shall bread be set


    For those who lack it.


    [Citizens applaud and go out.]


    First Citizen. [going out]


    Why, God save the Duchess again!


    Duke. [calling him back]


    Come hither, fellow! what is your name?


    First Citizen. Dominick, sir.


    Duke. A good name! Why were you called Dominick?


    First Citizen. [scratching his head]


    Marry, because I was born on St. George’s day.


    Duke. A good reason! here is a ducat for you!


    Will you not cry for me God save the Duke?


    First Citizen. [feebly]


    God save the Duke.


    Duke. Nay! louder, fellow, louder.


    First Citizen. [a little louder]


    God save the Duke!


    Duke. More lustily, fellow, put more heart in it!


    Here is another ducat for you.


    First Citizen. [enthusiastically]


    God save the Duke!


    Duke. [mockingly]


    Why, gentlemen, this simple fellow’s love


    Touches me much. [To the Citizen, harshly.]


    Go! [Exit Citizen, bowing.]


    This is the way, my lords,


    You can buy popularity nowadays.


    Oh, we are nothing if not democratic!


    [To the Duchess.]


    Well, Madam,


    You spread rebellion ’midst our citizens.


    Duchess. My Lord, the poor have rights you cannot touch,


    The right to pity, and the right to mercy.


    Duke. So, so, you argue with me? This is she,


    The gentle Duchess for whose hand I yielded


    Three of the fairest towns in Italy,


    Pisa, and Genoa, and Orvieto.


    Duchess. Promised, my Lord, not yielded: in that matter


    Brake you your word as ever.


    Duke. You wrong us, Madam,


    There were state reasons.


    Duchess. What state reasons are there


    For breaking holy promises to a state?


    Duke. There are wild boars at Pisa in a forest


    Close to the city: when I promised Pisa


    Unto your noble and most trusting father,


    I had forgotten there was hunting there.


    At Genoa they say,


    Indeed I doubt them not, that the red mullet


    Runs larger in the harbour of that town


    Than anywhere in Italy.


    [Turning to one of the Court.]


    You, my lord,


    Whose gluttonous appetite is your only god,


    Could satisfy our Duchess on that point.


    Duchess. And Orvieto?


    Duke. [yawning]


    I cannot now recall


    Why I did not surrender Orvieto


    According to the word of my contract.


    Maybe it was because I did not choose.


    [Goes over to the Duchess.]


    Why look you, Madam, you are here alone;


    ’Tis many a dusty league to your grey France,


    And even there your father barely keeps


    A hundred ragged squires for his Court.


    What hope have you, I say? Which of these lords


    And noble gentlemen of Padua


    Stands by your side.


    Duchess. There is not one.


    [Guido starts, but restrains himself.]


    Duke. Nor shall be,


    While I am Duke in Padua: listen, Madam,


    Being mine own, you shall do as I will,


    And if it be my will you keep the house,


    Why then, this palace shall your prison be;


    And if it be my will you walk abroad,


    Why, you shall take the air from morn to night.


    Duchess. Sir, by what right——?


    Duke. Madam, my second Duchess


    Asked the same question once: her monument


    Lies in the chapel of Bartholomew,


    Wrought in red marble; very beautiful.


    Guido, your arm. Come, gentlemen, let us go


    And spur our falcons for the mid-day chase.


    Bethink you, Madam, you are here alone.


    [Exit the Duke leaning on Guido, with his Court.]


    Duchess. [looking after them]


    The Duke said rightly that I was alone;


    Deserted, and dishonoured, and defamed,


    Stood ever woman so alone indeed?


    Men when they woo us call us pretty children,


    Tell us we have not wit to make our lives,


    And so they mar them for us. Did I say woo?


    We are their chattels, and their common slaves,


    Less dear than the poor hound that licks their hand,


    Less fondled than the hawk upon their wrist.


    Woo, did I say? bought rather, sold and bartered,


    Our very bodies being merchandise.


    I know it is the general lot of women,


    Each miserably mated to some man


    Wrecks her own life upon his selfishness:


    That it is general makes it not less bitter.


    I think I never heard a woman laugh,


    Laugh for pure merriment, except one woman,


    That was at night time, in the public streets.


    Poor soul, she walked with painted lips, and wore


    The mask of pleasure: I would not laugh like her;


    No, death were better.


    [Enter Guido behind unobserved; the Duchess flings herself down before a picture of the Madonna.]


    O Mary mother, with your sweet pale face


    Bending between the little angel heads


    That hover round you, have you no help for me?


    Mother of God, have you no help for me?


    Guido. I can endure no longer.


    This is my love, and I will speak to her.


    Lady, am I a stranger to your prayers?


    Duchess. [rising]


    None but the wretched needs my prayers, my lord.


    Guido. Then must I need them, lady.


    Duchess. How is that?


    Does not the Duke show thee sufficient honour?


    Guido. Your Grace, I lack no favours from the Duke,


    Whom my soul loathes as I loathe wickedness,


    But come to proffer on my bended knees,


    My loyal service to thee unto death.


    Duchess. Alas! I am so fallen in estate


    I can but give thee a poor meed of thanks.


    Guido. [seizing her hand]


    Hast thou no love to give me?


    [The Duchess starts, and Guido falls at her feet.]


    O dear saint,


    If I have been too daring, pardon me!


    Thy beauty sets my boyish blood aflame,


    And, when my reverent lips touch thy white hand,


    Each little nerve with such wild passion thrills


    That there is nothing which I would not do


    To gain thy love. [Leaps up.]


    Bid me reach forth and pluck


    Perilous honour from the lion’s jaws,


    And I will wrestle with the Nemean beast


    On the bare desert! Fling to the cave of War


    A gaud, a ribbon, a dead flower, something


    That once has touched thee, and I’ll bring it back


    Though all the hosts of Christendom were there,


    Inviolate again! ay, more than this,


    Set me to scale the pallid white-faced cliffs


    Of mighty England, and from that arrogant shield


    Will I raze out the lilies of your France


    Which England, that sea-lion of the sea,


    Hath taken from her!


    O dear Beatrice,


    Drive me not from thy presence! without thee


    The heavy minutes crawl with feet of lead,


    But, while I look upon thy loveliness,


    The hours fly like winged Mercuries


    And leave existence golden.


    Duchess. I did not think


    I should be ever loved: do you indeed


    Love me so much as now you say you do?


    Guido. Ask of the sea-bird if it loves the sea,


    Ask of the roses if they love the rain,


    Ask of the little lark, that will not sing


    Till day break, if it loves to see the day:—


    And yet, these are but empty images,


    Mere shadows of my love, which is a fire


    So great that all the waters of the main


    Can not avail to quench it. Will you not speak?


    Duchess. I hardly know what I should say to you.


    Guido. Will you not say you love me?


    Duchess. Is that my lesson?


    Must I say all at once? ’Twere a good lesson


    If I did love you, sir; but, if I do not,


    What shall I say then?


    Guido. If you do not love me,


    Say, none the less, you do, for on your tongue


    Falsehood for very shame would turn to truth.


    Duchess. What if I do not speak at all? They say


    Lovers are happiest when they are in doubt.


    Guido. Nay, doubt would kill me, and if I must die,


    Why, let me die for joy and not for doubt.


    Oh, tell me may I stay, or must I go?


    Duchess. I would not have you either stay or go;


    For if you stay you steal my love from me,


    And if you go you take my love away.


    Guido, though all the morning stars could sing


    They could not tell the measure of my love.


    I love you, Guido.


    Guido. [stretching out his hands]


    Oh, do not cease at all;


    I thought the nightingale sang but at night;


    Or if thou needst must cease, then let my lips


    Touch the sweet lips that can such music make.


    Duchess. To touch my lips is not to touch my heart.


    Guido. Do you close that against me?


    Duchess. Alas! my lord,


    I have it not: the first day that I saw you


    I let you take my heart away from me;


    Unwilling thief, that without meaning it


    Did break into my fenced treasury


    And filch my jewel from it! O strange theft,


    Which made you richer though you knew it not,


    And left me poorer, and yet glad of it!


    Guido. [clasping her in his arms]


    O love, love, love! Nay, sweet, lift up your head,


    Let me unlock those little scarlet doors


    That shut in music, let me dive for coral


    In your red lips, and I’ll bear back a prize


    Richer than all the gold the Gryphon guards


    In rude Armenia.


    Duchess. You are my lord,


    And what I have is yours, and what I have not


    Your fancy lends me, like a prodigal


    Spending its wealth on what is nothing worth.


    [Kisses him.]


    Guido. Methinks I am bold to look upon you thus:


    The gentle violet hides beneath its leaf


    And is afraid to look at the great sun


    For fear of too much splendour, but my eyes,


    O daring eyes! are grown so venturous


    That like fixed stars they stand, gazing at you,


    And surfeit sense with beauty.


    Duchess. Dear love, I would


    You could look upon me ever, for your eyes


    Are polished mirrors, and when I peer


    Into those mirrors I can see myself,


    And so I know my image lives in you.


    Guido. [taking her in his arms]


    Stand still, thou hurrying orb in the high heavens,


    And make this hour immortal! [A pause.]


    Duchess. Sit down here,


    A little lower than me: yes, just so, sweet,


    That I may run my fingers through your hair,


    And see your face turn upwards like a flower


    To meet my kiss.


    Have you not sometimes noted,


    When we unlock some long-disuséd room


    With heavy dust and soiling mildew filled,


    Where never foot of man has come for years,


    And from the windows take the rusty bar,


    And fling the broken shutters to the air,


    And let the bright sun in, how the good sun


    Turns every grimy particle of dust


    Into a little thing of dancing gold?


    Guido, my heart is that long-empty room,


    But you have let love in, and with its gold


    Gilded all life. Do you not think that love


    Fills up the sum of life?


    Guido. Ay! without love


    Life is no better than the unhewn stone


    Which in the quarry lies, before the sculptor


    Has set the God within it. Without love


    Life is as silent as the common reeds


    That through the marshes or by rivers grow,


    And have no music in them.


    Duchess. Yet out of these


    The singer, who is Love, will make a pipe


    And from them he draws music; so I think


    Love will bring music out of any life.


    Is that not true?


    Guido. Sweet, women make it true.


    There are men who paint pictures, and carve statues,


    Paul of Verona and the dyer’s son,


    Or their great rival, who, by the sea at Venice,


    Has set God’s little maid upon the stair,


    White as her own white lily, and as tall,


    Or Raphael, whose Madonnas are divine


    Because they are mothers merely; yet I think


    Women are the best artists of the world,


    For they can take the common lives of men


    Soiled with the money-getting of our age,


    And with love make them beautiful.


    Duchess. Ah, dear,


    I wish that you and I were very poor;


    The poor, who love each other, are so rich.


    Guido. Tell me again you love me, Beatrice.


    Duchess. [fingering his collar]


    How well this collar lies about your throat.


    [Lord Moranzone looks through the door from the corridor outside.]


    Guido. Nay, tell me that you love me.


    Duchess. I remember,


    That when I was a child in my dear France,


    Being at Court at Fontainebleau, the King


    Wore such a collar.


    Guido. Will you not say you love me?


    Duchess. [smiling]


    He was a very royal man, King Francis,


    Yet he was not royal as you are.


    Why need I tell you, Guido, that I love you?


    [Takes his head in her hands and turns his face up to her.]


    Do you not know that I am yours for ever,


    Body and soul?


    [Kisses him, and then suddenly catches sight of Moranzone and leaps up.]


    Oh, what is that? [Moranzone disappears.]


    Guido. What, love?


    Duchess. Methought I saw a face with eyes of flame


    Look at us through the doorway.


    Guido. Nay, ’twas nothing:


    The passing shadow of the man on guard.


    [The Duchess still stands looking at the window.]


    ’Twas nothing, sweet.


    Duchess. Ay! what can harm us now,


    Who are in Love’s hand? I do not think I’d care


    Though the vile world should with its lackey Slander


    Trample and tread upon my life; why should I?


    They say the common field-flowers of the field


    Have sweeter scent when they are trodden on


    Than when they bloom alone, and that some herbs


    Which have no perfume, on being bruiséd die


    With all Arabia round them; so it is


    With the young lives this dull world seeks to crush,


    It does but bring the sweetness out of them,


    And makes them lovelier often. And besides,


    While we have love we have the best of life:


    Is it not so?


    Guido. Dear, shall we play or sing?


    I think that I could sing now.


    Duchess. Do not speak,


    For there are times when all existences


    Seem narrowed to one single ecstasy,


    And Passion sets a seal upon the lips.


    Guido. Oh, with mine own lips let me break that seal!


    You love me, Beatrice?


    Duchess. Ay! is it not strange


    I should so love mine enemy?


    Guido. Who is he?


    Duchess. Why, you: that with your shaft did pierce my heart!


    Poor heart, that lived its little lonely life


    Until it met your arrow.


    Guido. Ah, dear love,


    I am so wounded by that bolt myself


    That with untended wounds I lie a-dying,


    Unless you cure me, dear Physician.


    Duchess. I would not have you cured; for I am sick


    With the same malady.


    Guido. Oh, how I love you!


    See, I must steal the cuckoo’s voice, and tell


    The one tale over.


    Duchess. Tell no other tale!


    For, if that is the little cuckoo’s song,


    The nightingale is hoarse, and the loud lark


    Has lost its music.


    Guido. Kiss me, Beatrice!


    [She takes his face in her hands and bends down and kisses him; a loud knocking then comes at the door, and Guido leaps up; enter a Servant.]


    Servant. A package for you, sir.


    Guido. [carelessly] Ah! give it to me. 


    [Servant hands package wrapped in vermilion silk, and exit; as Guido is about to open it the Duchess comes up behind, and in sport takes it from him.]


    Duchess. [laughing]


    Now I will wager it is from some girl


    Who would have you wear her favour; I am so jealous


    I will not give up the least part in you,


    But like a miser keep you to myself,


    And spoil you perhaps in keeping.


    Guido. It is nothing.


    Duchess. Nay, it is from some girl.


    Guido. You know ’tis not.


    Duchess. [turns her back and opens it]


    Now, traitor, tell me what does this sign mean,


    A dagger with two leopards wrought in steel?


    Guido. [taking it from her] O God!


    Duchess. I’ll from the window look, and try


    If I can’t see the porter’s livery


    Who left it at the gate! I will not rest


    Till I have learned your secret.


    [Runs laughing into the corridor.]


    Guido. Oh, horrible!


    Had I so soon forgot my father’s death,


    Did I so soon let love into my heart,


    And must I banish love, and let in murder


    That beats and clamours at the outer gate?


    Ay, that I must! Have I not sworn an oath?


    Yet not to-night; nay, it must be to-night.


    Farewell then all the joy and light of life,


    All dear recorded memories, farewell,


    Farewell all love! Could I with bloody hands


    Fondle and paddle with her innocent hands?


    Could I with lips fresh from this butchery


    Play with her lips? Could I with murderous eyes


    Look in those violet eyes, whose purity


    Would strike men blind, and make each eyeball reel


    In night perpetual? No, murder has set


    A barrier between us far too high


    For us to kiss across it.


    Duchess. Guido!


    Guido. Beatrice,


    You must forget that name, and banish me


    Out of your life for ever.


    Duchess. [going towards him]


    O dear love!


    Guido. [stepping back]


    There lies a barrier between us two


    We dare not pass.


    Duchess. I dare do anything


    So that you are beside me.


    Guido. Ah! There it is,


    I cannot be beside you, cannot breathe


    The air you breathe; I cannot any more


    Stand face to face with beauty, which unnerves


    My shaking heart, and makes my desperate hand


    Fail of its purpose. Let me go hence, I pray;


    Forget you ever looked upon me.


    Duchess. What!


    With your hot kisses fresh upon my lips


    Forget the vows of love you made to me?


    Guido. I take them back!


    Duchess. Alas, you cannot, Guido,


    For they are part of nature now; the air


    Is tremulous with their music, and outside


    The little birds sing sweeter for those vows.


    Guido. There lies a barrier between us now,


    Which then I knew not, or I had forgot.


    Duchess. There is no barrier, Guido; why, I will go


    In poor attire, and will follow you


    Over the world.


    Guido. [wildly]


    The world’s not wide enough


    To hold us two! Farewell, farewell for ever.


    Duchess. [calm, and controlling her passion]


    Why did you come into my life at all, then,


    Or in the desolate garden of my heart


    Sow that white flower of love——?


    Guido. O Beatrice!


    Duchess. Which now you would dig up, uproot, tear out,


    Though each small fibre doth so hold my heart


    That if you break one, my heart breaks with it?


    Why did you come into my life? Why open


    The secret wells of love I had sealed up?


    Why did you open them——?


    Guido. O God!


    Duchess. [clenching her hand]


    And let


    The floodgates of my passion swell and burst


    Till, like the wave when rivers overflow


    That sweeps the forest and the farm away,


    Love in the splendid avalanche of its might


    Swept my life with it? Must I drop by drop


    Gather these waters back and seal them up?


    Alas! Each drop will be a tear, and so


    Will with its saltness make life very bitter.


    Guido. I pray you speak no more, for I must go


    Forth from your life and love, and make a way


    On which you cannot follow.


    Duchess. I have heard


    That sailors dying of thirst upon a raft,


    Poor castaways upon a lonely sea,


    Dream of green fields and pleasant water-courses,


    And then wake up with red thirst in their throats,


    And die more miserably because sleep


    Has cheated them: so they die cursing sleep


    For having sent them dreams: I will not curse you


    Though I am cast away upon the sea


    Which men call Desolation.


    Guido. O God, God!


    Duchess. But you will stay: listen, I love you, Guido.


    [She waits a little.]


    Is echo dead, that when I say I love you


    There is no answer?


    Guido. Everything is dead,


    Save one thing only, which shall die to-night!


    Duchess. If you are going, touch me not, but go.


    [Exit Guido.]


    Barrier! Barrier!


    Why did he say there was a barrier?


    There is no barrier between us two.


    He lied to me, and shall I for that reason


    Loathe what I love, and what I worshipped, hate?


    I think we women do not love like that.


    For if I cut his image from my heart,


    My heart would, like a bleeding pilgrim, follow


    That image through the world, and call it back


    With little cries of love.


    [Enter Duke equipped for the chase, with falconers and hounds.]


    Duke. Madam, you keep us waiting;


    You keep my dogs waiting.


    Duchess. I will not ride to-day.


    Duke. How now, what’s this?


    Duchess. My Lord, I cannot go.


    Duke. What, pale face, do you dare to stand against me?


    Why, I could set you on a sorry jade


    And lead you through the town, till the low rabble


    You feed toss up their hats and mock at you.


    Duchess. Have you no word of kindness ever for me?


    Duke. I hold you in the hollow of my hand


    And have no need on you to waste kind words.


    Duchess. Well, I will go.


    Duke. [slapping his boot with his whip]


    No, I have changed my mind,


    You will stay here, and like a faithful wife


    Watch from the window for our coming back.


    Were it not dreadful if some accident


    By chance should happen to your loving Lord?


    Come, gentlemen, my hounds begin to chafe,


    And I chafe too, having a patient wife.


    Where is young Guido?


    Maffio. My liege, I have not seen him


    For a full hour past.


    Duke. It matters not,


    I dare say I shall see him soon enough.


    Well, Madam, you will sit at home and spin.


    I do protest, sirs, the domestic virtues


    Are often very beautiful in others.


    [Exit Duke with his Court.]


    Duchess. The stars have fought against me, that is all,


    And thus to-night when my Lord lieth asleep,


    Will I fall upon my dagger, and so cease.


    My heart is such a stone nothing can reach it


    Except the dagger’s edge: let it go there,


    To find what name it carries: ay! to-night


    Death will divorce the Duke; and yet to-night


    He may die also, he is very old.


    Why should he not die? Yesterday his hand


    Shook with a palsy: men have died from palsy,


    And why not he? Are there not fevers also,


    Agues and chills, and other maladies


    Most incident to old age?


    No, no, he will not die, he is too sinful;


    Honest men die before their proper time.


    Good men will die: men by whose side the Duke


    In all the sick pollution of his life


    Seems like a leper: women and children die,


    But the Duke will not die, he is too sinful.


    Oh, can it be


    There is some immortality in sin,


    Which virtue has not? And does the wicked man


    Draw life from what to other men were death,


    Like poisonous plants that on corruption live?


    No, no, I think God would not suffer that:


    Yet the Duke will not die: he is too sinful.


    But I will die alone, and on this night


    Grim Death shall be my bridegroom, and the tomb


    My secret house of pleasure: well, what of that?


    The world’s a graveyard, and we each, like coffins,


    Within us bear a skeleton.


    [Enter Lord Moranzone all in black; he passes across the back of the stage looking anxiously about.]


    Moranzone. Where is Guido?


    I cannot find him anywhere.


    Duchess. [catches sight of him] O God!


    ’Twas thou who took my love away from me.


    Moranzone. [with a look of joy]


    What, has he left you?


    Duchess. Nay, you know he has.


    Oh, give him back to me, give him back, I say,


    Or I will tear your body limb from limb,


    And to the common gibbet nail your head


    Until the carrion crows have stripped it bare.


    Better you had crossed a hungry lioness


    Before you came between me and my love.


    [With more pathos.]


    Nay, give him back, you know not how I love him.


    Here by this chair he knelt a half hour since;


    ’Twas there he stood, and there he looked at me;


    This is the hand he kissed, and these the ears


    Into whose open portals he did pour


    A tale of love so musical that all


    The birds stopped singing! Oh, give him back to me.


    Moranzone. He does not love you, Madam.


    Duchess. May the plague


    Wither the tongue that says so! Give him back.


    Moranzone. Madam, I tell you you will never see him,


    Neither to-night, nor any other night.


    Duchess. What is your name?


    Moranzone. My name? Revenge!


    [Exit.]


    Duchess. Revenge!


    I think I never harmed a little child.


    What should Revenge do coming to my door?


    It matters not, for Death is there already,


    Waiting with his dim torch to light my way.


    ’Tis true men hate thee, Death, and yet I think


    Thou wilt be kinder to me than my lover,


    And so dispatch the messengers at once,


    Hurry the lazy steeds of lingering day,


    And let the night, thy sister, come instead,


    And drape the world in mourning; let the owl,


    Who is thy minister, scream from his tower


    And wake the toad with hooting, and the bat,


    That is the slave of dim Persephone,


    Wheel through the sombre air on wandering wing!


    Tear up the shrieking mandrakes from the earth


    And bid them make us music, and tell the mole


    To dig deep down thy cold and narrow bed,


    For I shall lie within thine arms to-night.


    End of Act II.
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    Act III.


    Scene—A large corridor in the Ducal Palace: a window (L.C.) looks out on a view of Padua by moonlight: a staircase (R.C.) leads up to a door with a portière of crimson velvet, with the Duke’s arms embroidered in gold on it: on the lowest step of the staircase a figure draped in black is sitting: the hall is lit by an iron cresset filled with burning tow: thunder and lightning outside: the time is night.


    [Enter Guido through the window.]


    Guido. The wind is rising: how my ladder shook!


    I thought that every gust would break the cords!


    [Looks out at the city.]


    Christ! What a night:


    Great thunder in the heavens, and wild lightnings


    Striking from pinnacle to pinnacle


    Across the city, till the dim houses seem


    To shudder and to shake as each new glare


    Dashes adown the street.


    [Passes across the stage to foot of staircase.]


    Ah! who art thou


    That sittest on the stair, like unto Death


    Waiting a guilty soul? [A pause.]


    Canst thou not speak?


    Or has this storm laid palsy on thy tongue,


    And chilled thy utterance?


    [The figure rises and takes off his mask.]


    Moranzone. Guido Ferranti,


    Thy murdered father laughs for joy to-night.


    Guido. [confusedly]


    What, art thou here?


    Moranzone. Ay, waiting for your coming.


    Guido. [looking away from him]


    I did not think to see you, but am glad,


    That you may know the thing I mean to do.


    Moranzone. First, I would have you know my well-laid plans;


    Listen: I have set horses at the gate


    Which leads to Parma: when you have done your business


    We will ride hence, and by to-morrow night——


    Guido. It cannot be.


    Moranzone. Nay, but it shall.


    Guido. Listen, Lord Moranzone,


    I am resolved not to kill this man.


    Moranzone. Surely my ears are traitors, speak again:


    It cannot be but age has dulled my powers,


    I am an old man now: what did you say?


    You said that with that dagger in your belt


    You would avenge your father’s bloody murder;


    Did you not say that?


    Guido. No, my lord, I said


    I was resolved not to kill the Duke.


    Moranzone. You said not that; it is my senses mock me;


    Or else this midnight air o’ercharged with storm


    Alters your message in the giving it.


    Guido. Nay, you heard rightly; I’ll not kill this man.


    Moranzone. What of thine oath, thou traitor, what of thine oath?


    Guido. I am resolved not to keep that oath.


    Moranzone. What of thy murdered father?


    Guido. Dost thou think


    My father would be glad to see me coming,


    This old man’s blood still hot upon mine hands?


    Moranzone. Ay! he would laugh for joy.


    Guido. I do not think so,


    There is better knowledge in the other world;


    Vengeance is God’s, let God himself revenge.


    Moranzone. Thou art God’s minister of vengeance.


    Guido. No!


    God hath no minister but his own hand.


    I will not kill this man.


    Moranzone. Why are you here,


    If not to kill him, then?


    Guido. Lord Moranzone,


    I purpose to ascend to the Duke’s chamber,


    And as he lies asleep lay on his breast


    The dagger and this writing; when he awakes


    Then he will know who held him in his power


    And slew him not: this is the noblest vengeance


    Which I can take.


    Moranzone. You will not slay him?


    Guido. No.


    Moranzone. Ignoble son of a noble father,


    Who sufferest this man who sold that father


    To live an hour.


    Guido. ’Twas thou that hindered me;


    I would have killed him in the open square,


    The day I saw him first.


    Moranzone. It was not yet time;


    Now it is time, and, like some green-faced girl,


    Thou pratest of forgiveness.


    Guido. No! revenge:


    The right revenge my father’s son should take.


    Moranzone. You are a coward,


    Take out the knife, get to the Duke’s chamber,


    And bring me back his heart upon the blade.


    When he is dead, then you can talk to me


    Of noble vengeances.


    Guido. Upon thine honour,


    And by the love thou bearest my father’s name,


    Dost thou think my father, that great gentleman,


    That generous soldier, that most chivalrous lord,


    Would have crept at night-time, like a common thief,


    And stabbed an old man sleeping in his bed,


    However he had wronged him: tell me that.


    Moranzone. [after some hesitation]


    You have sworn an oath, see that you keep that oath.


    Boy, do you think I do not know your secret,


    Your traffic with the Duchess?


    Guido. Silence, liar!


    The very moon in heaven is not more chaste,


    Nor the white stars so pure.


    Moranzone. And yet, you love her;


    Weak fool, to let love in upon your life,


    Save as a plaything.


    Guido. You do well to talk:


    Within your veins, old man, the pulse of youth


    Throbs with no ardour. Your eyes full of rheum


    Have against Beauty closed their filmy doors,


    And your clogged ears, losing their natural sense,


    Have shut you from the music of the world.


    You talk of love! You know not what it is.


    Moranzone. Oh, in my time, boy, have I walked i’ the moon,


    Swore I would live on kisses and on blisses,


    Swore I would die for love, and did not die,


    Wrote love bad verses; ay, and sung them badly,


    Like all true lovers: Oh, I have done the tricks!


    I know the partings and the chamberings;


    We are all animals at best, and love


    Is merely passion with a holy name.


    Guido. Now then I know you have not loved at all.


    Love is the sacrament of life; it sets


    Virtue where virtue was not; cleanses men


    Of all the vile pollutions of this world;


    It is the fire which purges gold from dross,


    It is the fan which winnows wheat from chaff,


    It is the spring which in some wintry soil


    Makes innocence to blossom like a rose.


    The days are over when God walked with men,


    But Love, which is his image, holds his place.


    When a man loves a woman, then he knows


    God’s secret, and the secret of the world.


    There is no house so lowly or so mean,


    Which, if their hearts be pure who live in it,


    Love will not enter; but if bloody murder


    Knock at the Palace gate and is let in,


    Love like a wounded thing creeps out and dies.


    This is the punishment God sets on sin.


    The wicked cannot love.


    [A groan comes from the Duke’s chamber.]


    Ah! What is that?


    Do you not hear? ’Twas nothing.


    So I think


    That it is woman’s mission by their love


    To save the souls of men: and loving her,


    My Lady, my white Beatrice, I begin


    To see a nobler and a holier vengeance


    In letting this man live, than doth reside


    In bloody deeds o’ night, stabs in the dark,


    And young hands clutching at a palsied throat.


    It was, I think, for love’s sake that Lord Christ,


    Who was indeed himself incarnate Love,


    Bade every man forgive his enemy.


    Moranzone. [sneeringly]


    That was in Palestine, not Padua;


    And said for saints: I have to do with men.


    Guido. It was for all time said.


    Moranzone. And your white Duchess,


    What will she do to thank you?


    Guido. Alas, I will not see her face again.


    ’Tis but twelve hours since I parted from her,


    So suddenly, and with such violent passion,


    That she has shut her heart against me now:


    No, I will never see her.


    Moranzone. What will you do?


    Guido. After that I have laid the dagger there,


    Get hence to-night from Padua.


    Moranzone. And then?


    Guido. I will take service with the Doge at Venice,


    And bid him pack me straightway to the wars,


    And there I will, being now sick of life,


    Throw that poor life against some desperate spear.


    [A groan from the Duke’s chamber again.]


    Did you not hear a voice?


    Moranzone. I always hear,


    From the dim confines of some sepulchre,


    A voice that cries for vengeance. We waste time,


    It will be morning soon; are you resolved


    You will not kill the Duke?


    Guido. I am resolved.


    Moranzone. O wretched father, lying unavenged.


    Guido. More wretched, were thy son a murderer.


    Moranzone. Why, what is life?


    Guido. I do not know, my lord,


    I did not give it, and I dare not take it.


    Moranzone. I do not thank God often; but I think


    I thank him now that I have got no son!


    And you, what bastard blood flows in your veins


    That when you have your enemy in your grasp


    You let him go! I would that I had left you


    With the dull hinds that reared you.


    Guido. Better perhaps


    That you had done so! May be better still


    I’d not been born to this distressful world.


    Moranzone. Farewell!


    Guido. Farewell! Some day, Lord Moranzone,


    You will understand my vengeance.


    Moranzone. Never, boy.


    [Gets out of window and exit by rope ladder.]


    Guido. Father, I think thou knowest my resolve,


    And with this nobler vengeance art content.


    Father, I think in letting this man live


    That I am doing what thou wouldst have done.


    Father, I know not if a human voice


    Can pierce the iron gateway of the dead,


    Or if the dead are set in ignorance


    Of what we do, or do not, for their sakes.


    And yet I feel a presence in the air,


    There is a shadow standing at my side,


    And ghostly kisses seem to touch my lips,


    And leave them holier. [Kneels down.]


    O father, if ’tis thou,


    Canst thou not burst through the decrees of death,


    And if corporeal semblance show thyself,


    That I may touch thy hand!


    No, there is nothing. [Rises.]


    ’Tis the night that cheats us with its phantoms,


    And, like a puppet-master, makes us think


    That things are real which are not. It grows late.


    Now must I to my business.


    [Pulls out a letter from his doublet and reads it.]


    When he wakes,


    And sees this letter, and the dagger with it,


    Will he not have some loathing for his life,


    Repent, perchance, and lead a better life,


    Or will he mock because a young man spared


    His natural enemy? I do not care.


    Father, it is thy bidding that I do,


    Thy bidding, and the bidding of my love


    Which teaches me to know thee as thou art.


    [Ascends staircase stealthily, and just as he reaches out his hand to draw back the curtain the Duchess appears all in white. Guido starts back.]


    Duchess. Guido! what do you here so late?


    Guido. O white and spotless angel of my life,


    Sure thou hast come from Heaven with a message


    That mercy is more noble than revenge?


    Duchess. There is no barrier between us now.


    Guido. None, love, nor shall be.


    Duchess. I have seen to that.


    Guido. Tarry here for me.


    Duchess. No, you are not going?


    You will not leave me as you did before?


    Guido. I will return within a moment’s space,


    But first I must repair to the Duke’s chamber,


    And leave this letter and this dagger there,


    That when he wakes——


    Duchess. When who wakes?


    Guido. Why, the Duke.


    Duchess. He will not wake again.


    Guido. What, is he dead?


    Duchess. Ay! he is dead.


    Guido. O God! how wonderful


    Are all thy secret ways! Who would have said


    That on this very night, when I had yielded


    Into thy hands the vengeance that is thine,


    Thou with thy finger wouldst have touched the man,


    And bade him come before thy judgment seat.


    Duchess. I have just killed him.


    Guido. [in horror] Oh!


    Duchess. He was asleep;


    Come closer, love, and I will tell you all.


    I had resolved to kill myself to-night.


    About an hour ago I waked from sleep,


    And took my dagger from beneath my pillow,


    Where I had hidden it to serve my need,


    And drew it from the sheath, and felt the edge,


    And thought of you, and how I loved you, Guido,


    And turned to fall upon it, when I marked


    The old man sleeping, full of years and sin;


    There lay he muttering curses in his sleep,


    And as I looked upon his evil face


    Suddenly like a flame there flashed across me,


    There is the barrier which Guido spoke of:


    You said there lay a barrier between us,


    What barrier but he?—


    I hardly know


    What happened, but a steaming mist of blood


    Rose up between us two.


    Guido. Oh, horrible!


    Duchess. And then he groaned,


    And then he groaned no more! I only heard


    The dripping of the blood upon the floor.


    Guido. Enough, enough.


    Duchess. Will you not kiss me now?


    Do you remember saying that women’s love


    Turns men to angels? well, the love of man


    Turns women into martyrs; for its sake


    We do or suffer anything.


    Guido. O God!


    Duchess. Will you not speak?


    Guido. I cannot speak at all.


    Duchess. Let us not talk of this! Let us go hence:


    Is not the barrier broken down between us?


    What would you more? Come, it is almost morning.


    [Puts her hand on Guido’s.]


    Guido. [breaking from her]


    O damned saint! O angel fresh from Hell!


    What bloody devil tempted thee to this!


    That thou hast killed thy husband, that is nothing—


    Hell was already gaping for his soul—


    But thou hast murdered Love, and in its place


    Hast set a horrible and bloodstained thing,


    Whose very breath breeds pestilence and plague,


    And strangles Love.


    Duchess. [in amazed wonder]


    I did it all for you.


    I would not have you do it, had you willed it,


    For I would keep you without blot or stain,


    A thing unblemished, unassailed, untarnished.


    Men do not know what women do for love.


    Have I not wrecked my soul for your dear sake,


    Here and hereafter?


    Guido. No, do not touch me,


    Between us lies a thin red stream of blood;


    I dare not look across it: when you stabbed him


    You stabbed Love with a sharp knife to the heart.


    We cannot meet again.


    Duchess. [wringing her hands]


    For you! For you!


    I did it all for you: have you forgotten?


    You said there was a barrier between us;


    That barrier lies now i’ the upper chamber


    Upset, overthrown, beaten, and battered down,


    And will not part us ever.


    Guido. No, you mistook:


    Sin was the barrier, you have raised it up;


    Crime was the barrier, you have set it there.


    The barrier was murder, and your hand


    Has builded it so high it shuts out heaven,


    It shuts out God.


    Duchess. I did it all for you;


    You dare not leave me now: nay, Guido, listen.


    Get horses ready, we will fly to-night.


    The past is a bad dream, we will forget it:


    Before us lies the future: shall we not have


    Sweet days of love beneath our vines and laugh?—


    No, no, we will not laugh, but, when we weep,


    Well, we will weep together; I will serve you;


    I will be very meek and very gentle:


    You do not know me.


    Guido. Nay, I know you now;


    Get hence, I say, out of my sight.


    Duchess. [pacing up and down]


    O God,


    How I have loved this man!


    Guido. You never loved me.


    Had it been so, Love would have stayed your hand.


    How could we sit together at Love’s table?


    You have poured poison in the sacred wine,


    And Murder dips his fingers in the sop.


    Duchess. [throws herself on her knees]


    Then slay me now! I have spilt blood to-night,


    You shall spill more, so we go hand in hand


    To heaven or to hell. Draw your sword, Guido.


    Quick, let your soul go chambering in my heart,


    It will but find its master’s image there.


    Nay, if you will not slay me with your sword,


    Bid me to fall upon this reeking knife,


    And I will do it.


    Guido. [wresting knife from her]


    Give it to me, I say.


    O God, your very hands are wet with blood!


    This place is Hell, I cannot tarry here.


    I pray you let me see your face no more.


    Duchess. Better for me I had not seen your face.


    [Guido recoils: she seizes his hands as she kneels.]


    Nay, Guido, listen for a while:


    Until you came to Padua I lived


    Wretched indeed, but with no murderous thought,


    Very submissive to a cruel Lord,


    Very obedient to unjust commands,


    As pure I think as any gentle girl


    Who now would turn in horror from my hands—


    [Stands up.]


    You came: ah! Guido, the first kindly words


    I ever heard since I had come from France


    Were from your lips: well, well, that is no matter.


    You came, and in the passion of your eyes


    I read love’s meaning; everything you said


    Touched my dumb soul to music, so I loved you.


    And yet I did not tell you of my love.


    ’Twas you who sought me out, knelt at my feet


    As I kneel now at yours, and with sweet vows,


    [Kneels.]


    Whose music seems to linger in my ears,


    Swore that you loved me, and I trusted you.


    I think there are many women in the world


    Who would have tempted you to kill the man.


    I did not.


    Yet I know that had I done so,


    I had not been thus humbled in the dust,


    [Stands up.]


    But you had loved me very faithfully.


    [After a pause approaches him timidly.]


    I do not think you understand me, Guido:


    It was for your sake that I wrought this deed


    Whose horror now chills my young blood to ice,


    For your sake only. [Stretching out her arm.]


    Will you not speak to me?


    Love me a little: in my girlish life


    I have been starved for love, and kindliness


    Has passed me by.


    Guido. I dare not look at you:


    You come to me with too pronounced a favour;


    Get to your tirewomen.


    Duchess. Ay, there it is!


    There speaks the man! yet had you come to me


    With any heavy sin upon your soul,


    Some murder done for hire, not for love,


    Why, I had sat and watched at your bedside


    All through the night-time, lest Remorse might come


    And pour his poisons in your ear, and so


    Keep you from sleeping! Sure it is the guilty,


    Who, being very wretched, need love most.


    Guido. There is no love where there is any guilt.


    Duchess. No love where there is any guilt! O God,


    How differently do we love from men!


    There is many a woman here in Padua,


    Some workman’s wife, or ruder artisan’s,


    Whose husband spends the wages of the week


    In a coarse revel, or a tavern brawl,


    And reeling home late on the Saturday night,


    Finds his wife sitting by a fireless hearth,


    Trying to hush the child who cries for hunger,


    And then sets to and beats his wife because


    The child is hungry, and the fire black.


    Yet the wife loves him! and will rise next day


    With some red bruise across a careworn face,


    And sweep the house, and do the common service,


    And try and smile, and only be too glad


    If he does not beat her a second time


    Before her child!—that is how women love.


    [A pause: Guido says nothing.]


    I think you will not drive me from your side.


    Where have I got to go if you reject me?—


    You for whose sake this hand has murdered life,


    You for whose sake my soul has wrecked itself


    Beyond all hope of pardon.


    Guido. Get thee gone:


    The dead man is a ghost, and our love too,


    Flits like a ghost about its desolate tomb,


    And wanders through this charnel house, and weeps


    That when you slew your lord you slew it also.


    Do you not see?


    Duchess. I see when men love women


    They give them but a little of their lives,


    But women when they love give everything;


    I see that, Guido, now.


    Guido. Away, away,


    And come not back till you have waked your dead.


    Duchess. I would to God that I could wake the dead,


    Put vision in the glazéd eyes, and give


    The tongue its natural utterance, and bid


    The heart to beat again: that cannot be:


    For what is done, is done: and what is dead


    Is dead for ever: the fire cannot warm him:


    The winter cannot hurt him with its snows;


    Something has gone from him; if you call him now,


    He will not answer; if you mock him now,


    He will not laugh; and if you stab him now


    He will not bleed.


    I would that I could wake him!


    O God, put back the sun a little space,


    And from the roll of time blot out to-night,


    And bid it not have been! Put back the sun,


    And make me what I was an hour ago!


    No, no, time will not stop for anything,


    Nor the sun stay its courses, though Repentance


    Calling it back grow hoarse; but you, my love,


    Have you no word of pity even for me?


    O Guido, Guido, will you not kiss me once?


    Drive me not to some desperate resolve:


    Women grow mad when they are treated thus:


    Will you not kiss me once?


    Guido. [holding up knife]


    I will not kiss you


    Until the blood grows dry upon this knife,


    [Wildly] Back to your dead!


    Duchess. [going up the stairs]


    Why, then I will be gone! and may you find


    More mercy than you showed to me to-night!


    Guido. Let me find mercy when I go at night


    And do foul murder.


    Duchess. [coming down a few steps]


    Murder did you say?


    Murder is hungry, and still cries for more,


    And Death, his brother, is not satisfied,


    But walks the house, and will not go away,


    Unless he has a comrade! Tarry, Death,


    For I will give thee a most faithful lackey


    To travel with thee! Murder, call no more,


    For thou shalt eat thy fill.


    There is a storm


    Will break upon this house before the morning,


    So horrible, that the white moon already


    Turns grey and sick with terror, the low wind


    Goes moaning round the house, and the high stars


    Run madly through the vaulted firmament,


    As though the night wept tears of liquid fire


    For what the day shall look upon. Oh, weep,


    Thou lamentable heaven! Weep thy fill!


    Though sorrow like a cataract drench the fields,


    And make the earth one bitter lake of tears,


    It would not be enough. [A peal of thunder.]


    Do you not hear,


    There is artillery in the Heaven to-night.


    Vengeance is wakened up, and has unloosed


    His dogs upon the world, and in this matter


    Which lies between us two, let him who draws


    The thunder on his head beware the ruin


    Which the forked flame brings after.


    [A flash of lightning followed by a peal of thunder.]


    Guido. Away! away!


    [Exit the Duchess, who as she lifts the crimson curtain looks back for a moment at Guido, but he makes no sign. More thunder.]


    Now is life fallen in ashes at my feet


    And noble love self-slain; and in its place


    Crept murder with its silent bloody feet.


    And she who wrought it—Oh! and yet she loved me,


    And for my sake did do this dreadful thing.


    I have been cruel to her: Beatrice!


    Beatrice, I say, come back.


    [Begins to ascend staircase, when the noise of Soldiers is heard.]


    Ah! what is that?


    Torches ablaze, and noise of hurrying feet.


    Pray God they have not seized her.


    [Noise grows louder.]


    Beatrice!


    There is yet time to escape. Come down, come out!


    [The voice of the Duchess outside.]


    This way went he, the man who slew my lord.


    [Down the staircase comes hurrying a confused body of Soldiers; Guido is not seen at first, till the Duchess surrounded by Servants carrying torches appears at the top of the staircase, and points to Guido, who is seized at once, one of the Soldiers dragging the knife from his hand and showing it to the Captain of the Guard in sight of the audience. Tableau.]


    End of Act III.

  


  
     

      


    Act IV.


    Scene—The Court of Justice: the walls are hung with stamped grey velvet: above the hangings the wall is red, and gilt symbolical figures bear up the roof, which is made of red beams with grey soffits and moulding: a canopy of white satin flowered with gold is set for the Duchess: below it a long bench with red cloth for the Judges: below that a table for the clerks of the court. Two soldiers stand on each side of the canopy, and two soldiers guard the door; the citizens have some of them collected in the Court; others are coming in greeting one another; two tipstaffs in violet keep order with long white wands.


    First Citizen. Good morrow, neighbour Anthony.


    Second Citizen. Good morrow, neighbour Dominick.


    First Citizen. This is a strange day for Padua, is it not?—the Duke being dead.


    Second Citizen. I tell you, neighbour Dominick, I have not known such a day since the last Duke died.


    First Citizen. They will try him first, and sentence him afterwards, will they not, neighbour Anthony?


    Second Citizen. Nay, for he might ’scape his punishment then; but they will condemn him first so that he gets his deserts, and give him trial afterwards so that no injustice is done.


    First Citizen. Well, well, it will go hard with him I doubt not.


    Second Citizen. Surely it is a grievous thing to shed a Duke’s blood.


    Third Citizen. They say a Duke has blue blood.


    Second Citizen. I think our Duke’s blood was black like his soul.


    First Citizen. Have a watch, neighbour Anthony, the officer is looking at thee.


    Second Citizen. I care not if he does but look at me; he cannot whip me with the lashes of his eye.


    Third Citizen. What think you of this young man who stuck the knife into the Duke?


    Second Citizen. Why, that he is a well-behaved, and a well-meaning, and a well-favoured lad, and yet wicked in that he killed the Duke.


    Third Citizen. ’Twas the first time he did it: may be the law will not be hard on him, as he did not do it before.


    Second Citizen. True.


    Tipstaff. Silence, knave.


    Second Citizen. Am I thy looking-glass, Master Tipstaff, that thou callest me knave?


    First Citizen. Here be one of the household coming. Well, Dame Lucy, thou art of the Court, how does thy poor mistress the Duchess, with her sweet face?


    Mistress Lucy. O well-a-day! O miserable day! O day! O misery! Why it is just nineteen years last June, at Michaelmas, since I was married to my husband, and it is August now, and here is the Duke murdered; there is a coincidence for you!


    Second Citizen. Why, if it is a coincidence, they may not kill the young man: there is no law against coincidences.


    First Citizen. But how does the Duchess?


    Mistress Lucy. Well well, I knew some harm would happen to the house: six weeks ago the cakes were all burned on one side, and last Saint Martin even as ever was, there flew into the candle a big moth that had wings, and a’most scared me.


    First Citizen. But come to the Duchess, good gossip: what of her?


    Mistress Lucy. Marry, it is time you should ask after her, poor lady; she is distraught almost. Why, she has not slept, but paced the chamber all night long. I prayed her to have a posset, or some aqua-vitae, and to get to bed and sleep a little for her health’s sake, but she answered me she was afraid she might dream. That was a strange answer, was it not?


    Second Citizen. These great folk have not much sense, so Providence makes it up to them in fine clothes.


    Mistress Lucy. Well, well, God keep murder from us, I say, as long as we are alive.


    [Enter Lord Moranzone hurriedly.]


    Moranzone. Is the Duke dead?


    Second Citizen. He has a knife in his heart, which they say is not healthy for any man.


    Moranzone. Who is accused of having killed him?


    Second Citizen. Why, the prisoner, sir.


    Moranzone. But who is the prisoner?


    Second Citizen. Why, he that is accused of the Duke’s murder.


    Moranzone. I mean, what is his name?


    Second Citizen. Faith, the same which his godfathers gave him: what else should it be?


    Tipstaff. Guido Ferranti is his name, my lord.

  


  
    Moranzone. I almost knew thine answer ere you gave it.


    [Aside.]


    Yet it is strange he should have killed the Duke,


    Seeing he left me in such different mood.


    It is most likely when he saw the man,


    This devil who had sold his father’s life,


    That passion from their seat within his heart


    Thrust all his boyish theories of love,


    And in their place set vengeance; yet I marvel


    That he escaped not.


    [Turning again to the crowd.]


    How was he taken? Tell me.

  


  
    Third Citizen. Marry, sir, he was taken by the heels.


    Moranzone. But who seized him?


    Third Citizen. Why, those that did lay hold of him.


    Moranzone. How was the alarm given?


    Third Citizen. That I cannot tell you, sir.


    Mistress Lucy. It was the Duchess herself who pointed him out.


    Moranzone. [aside]


    The Duchess! There is something strange in this.


    Mistress Lucy. Ay! And the dagger was in his hand—the Duchess’s own dagger.


    Moranzone. What did you say?


    Mistress Lucy. Why, marry, that it was with the Duchess’s dagger that the Duke was killed.


    Moranzone. [aside]


    There is some mystery about this: I cannot understand it.


    Second Citizen. They be very long a-coming.


    First Citizen. I warrant they will come soon enough for the prisoner.


    Tipstaff. Silence in the Court!


    First Citizen. Thou dost break silence in bidding us keep it, Master Tipstaff.


    [Enter the Lord Justice and the other Judges.]


    Second Citizen. Who is he in scarlet? Is he the headsman?


    Third Citizen. Nay, he is the Lord Justice.


    [Enter Guido guarded.]


    Second Citizen. There be the prisoner surely.


    Third Citizen. He looks honest.


    First Citizen. That be his villany: knaves nowadays do look so honest that honest folk are forced to look like knaves so as to be different.


    [Enter the Headsman, who takes his stand behind Guido.]


    Second Citizen. Yon be the headsman then! O Lord! Is the axe sharp, think you?


    First Citizen. Ay! sharper than thy wits are; but the edge is not towards him, mark you.


    Second Citizen. [scratching his neck]


    I’ faith, I like it not so near.


    First Citizen. Tut, thou need’st not be afraid; they never cut the heads off common folk: they do but hang us.


    [Trumpets outside.]


    Third Citizen. What are the trumpets for? Is the trial over?


    First Citizen. Nay, ’tis for the Duchess.


    [Enter the Duchess in black velvet; her train of flowered black velvet is carried by two pages in violet; with her is the Cardinal in scarlet, and the gentlemen of the Court in black; she takes her seat on the throne above the Judges, who rise and take their caps off as she enters; the Cardinal sits next to her a little lower; the Courtiers group themselves about the throne.]


    Second Citizen. O poor lady, how pale she is! Will she sit there?


    First Citizen. Ay! she is in the Duke’s place now.


    Second Citizen. That is a good thing for Padua; the Duchess is a very kind and merciful Duchess; why, she cured my child of the ague once.


    Third Citizen. Ay, and has given us bread: do not forget the bread.


    A Soldier. Stand back, good people.


    Second Citizen. If we be good, why should we stand back?


    Tipstaff. Silence in the Court!

  


  
    Lord Justice. May it please your Grace,


    Is it your pleasure we proceed to trial


    Of the Duke’s murder? [Duchess bows.]


    Set the prisoner forth.


    What is thy name?


    Guido. It matters not, my lord.


    Lord Justice. Guido Ferranti is thy name in Padua.


    Guido. A man may die as well under that name as any other.


    Lord Justice. Thou art not ignorant


    What dreadful charge men lay against thee here,


    Namely, the treacherous murder of thy Lord,


    Simone Gesso, Duke of Padua;


    What dost thou say in answer?


    Guido. I say nothing.


    Lord Justice. [rising]


    Guido Ferranti——


    Moranzone. [stepping from the crowd]


    Tarry, my Lord Justice.


    Lord Justice. Who art thou that bid’st justice tarry, sir?


    Moranzone. So be it justice it can go its way;


    But if it be not justice——


    Lord Justice. Who is this?


    Count Bardi. A very noble gentleman, and well known


    To the late Duke.


    Lord Justice. Sir, thou art come in time


    To see the murder of the Duke avenged.


    There stands the man who did this heinous thing.


    Moranzone. My lord,


    I ask again what proof have ye?


    Lord Justice. [holding up the dagger]


    This dagger,


    Which from his blood-stained hands, itself all blood,


    Last night the soldiers seized: what further proof


    Need we indeed?


    Moranzone. [takes the dagger and approaches the Duchess]


    Saw I not such a dagger


    Hang from your Grace’s girdle yesterday?


    [The Duchess shudders and makes no answer.]


    Ah! my Lord Justice, may I speak a moment


    With this young man, who in such peril stands?


    Lord Justice. Ay, willingly, my lord, and may you turn him


    To make a full avowal of his guilt.


    [Lord Moranzone goes over to Guido, who stands R. and clutches him by the hand.]


    Moranzone. [in a low voice]


    She did it! Nay, I saw it in her eyes.


    Boy, dost thou think I’ll let thy father’s son


    Be by this woman butchered to his death?


    Her husband sold your father, and the wife


    Would sell the son in turn.


    Guido. Lord Moranzone,


    I alone did this thing: be satisfied,


    My father is avenged.


    Lord Justice. Doth he confess?


    Guido. My lord, I do confess


    That foul unnatural murder has been done.

  


  
    First Citizen. Why, look at that: he has a pitiful heart, and does not like murder; they will let him go for that.

  


  
    Lord Justice. Say you no more?


    Guido. My lord, I say this also,


    That to spill human blood is deadly sin.


    Second Citizen. Marry, he should tell that to the headsman: ’tis a good sentiment.


    Guido. Lastly, my lord, I do entreat the Court


    To give me leave to utter openly


    The dreadful secret of this mystery,


    And to point out the very guilty one


    Who with this dagger last night slew the Duke.


    Lord Justice. Thou hast leave to speak.


    Duchess. [rising]


    I say he shall not speak:


    What need have we of further evidence?


    Was he not taken in the house at night


    In Guilt’s own bloody livery?


    Lord Justice. [showing her the statute]


    Your Grace


    Can read the law.


    Duchess. [waiving book aside]


    Bethink you, my Lord Justice,


    Is it not very like that such a one


    May, in the presence of the people here,


    Utter some slanderous word against my Lord,


    Against the city, or the city’s honour,


    Perchance against myself.


    Lord Justice. My liege, the law.


    Duchess. He shall not speak, but, with gags in his mouth,


    Shall climb the ladder to the bloody block.


    Lord Justice. The law, my liege.


    Duchess. We are not bound by law,


    But with it we bind others.


    Moranzone. My Lord Justice,


    Thou wilt not suffer this injustice here.


    Lord Justice. The Court needs not thy voice, Lord Moranzone.


    Madam, it were a precedent most evil


    To wrest the law from its appointed course,


    For, though the cause be just, yet anarchy


    Might on this licence touch these golden scales


    And unjust causes unjust victories gain.


    Count Bardi. I do not think your Grace can stay the law.


    Duchess. Ay, it is well to preach and prate of law:


    Methinks, my haughty lords of Padua,


    If ye are hurt in pocket or estate,


    So much as makes your monstrous revenues


    Less by the value of one ferry toll,


    Ye do not wait the tedious law’s delay


    With such sweet patience as ye counsel me.


    Count Bardi. Madam, I think you wrong our nobles here.


    Duchess. I think I wrong them not. Which of you all


    Finding a thief within his house at night,


    With some poor chattel thrust into his rags,


    Will stop and parley with him? do ye not


    Give him unto the officer and his hook


    To be dragged gaolwards straightway?


    And so now,


    Had ye been men, finding this fellow here,


    With my Lord’s life still hot upon his hands,


    Ye would have haled him out into the court,


    And struck his head off with an axe.


    Guido. O God!


    Duchess. Speak, my Lord Justice.


    Lord Justice. Your Grace, it cannot be:


    The laws of Padua are most certain here:


    And by those laws the common murderer even


    May with his own lips plead, and make defence.


    Duchess. This is no common murderer, Lord Justice,


    But a great outlaw, and a most vile traitor,


    Taken in open arms against the state.


    For he who slays the man who rules a state


    Slays the state also, widows every wife,


    And makes each child an orphan, and no less


    Is to be held a public enemy,


    Than if he came with mighty ordonnance,


    And all the spears of Venice at his back,


    To beat and batter at our city gates—


    Nay, is more dangerous to our commonwealth,


    For walls and gates, bastions and forts, and things


    Whose common elements are wood and stone


    May be raised up, but who can raise again


    The ruined body of my murdered lord,


    And bid it live and laugh?


    Maffio. Now by Saint Paul


    I do not think that they will let him speak.


    Jeppo Vitellozzo. There is much in this, listen.


    Duchess. Wherefore now,


    Throw ashes on the head of Padua,


    With sable banners hang each silent street,


    Let every man be clad in solemn black;


    But ere we turn to these sad rites of mourning


    Let us bethink us of the desperate hand


    Which wrought and brought this ruin on our state,


    And straightway pack him to that narrow house,


    Where no voice is, but with a little dust


    Death fills right up the lying mouths of men.


    Guido. Unhand me, knaves! I tell thee, my Lord Justice,


    Thou mightst as well bid the untrammelled ocean,


    The winter whirlwind, or the Alpine storm,


    Not roar their will, as bid me hold my peace!


    Ay! though ye put your knives into my throat,


    Each grim and gaping wound shall find a tongue,


    And cry against you.


    Lord Justice. Sir, this violence


    Avails you nothing; for save the tribunal


    Give thee a lawful right to open speech,


    Naught that thou sayest can be credited.


    [The Duchess smiles and Guido falls back with a gesture of despair.]


    Madam, myself, and these wise Justices,


    Will with your Grace’s sanction now retire


    Into another chamber, to decide


    Upon this difficult matter of the law,


    And search the statutes and the precedents.


    Duchess. Go, my Lord Justice, search the statutes well,


    Nor let this brawling traitor have his way.


    Moranzone. Go, my Lord Justice, search thy conscience well,


    Nor let a man be sent to death unheard.


    [Exit the Lord Justice and the Judges.]


    Duchess. Silence, thou evil genius of my life!


    Thou com’st between us two a second time;


    This time, my lord, I think the turn is mine.


    Guido. I shall not die till I have uttered voice.


    Duchess. Thou shalt die silent, and thy secret with thee.


    Guido. Art thou that Beatrice, Duchess of Padua?


    Duchess. I am what thou hast made me; look at me well,


    I am thy handiwork.


    Maffio. See, is she not


    Like that white tigress which we saw at Venice,


    Sent by some Indian soldan to the Doge?


    Jeppo. Hush! she may hear thy chatter.


    Headsman. My young fellow,


    I do not know why thou shouldst care to speak,


    Seeing my axe is close upon thy neck,


    And words of thine will never blunt its edge.


    But if thou art so bent upon it, why


    Thou mightest plead unto the Churchman yonder:


    The common people call him kindly here,


    Indeed I know he has a kindly soul.


    Guido. This man, whose trade is death, hath courtesies


    More than the others.


    Headsman. Why, God love you, sir,


    I’ll do you your last service on this earth.


    Guido. My good Lord Cardinal, in a Christian land,


    With Lord Christ’s face of mercy looking down


    From the high seat of Judgment, shall a man


    Die unabsolved, unshrived? And if not so,


    May I not tell this dreadful tale of sin,


    If any sin there be upon my soul?


    Duchess. Thou dost but waste thy time.


    Cardinal. Alack, my son,


    I have no power with the secular arm.


    My task begins when justice has been done,


    To urge the wavering sinner to repent


    And to confess to Holy Church’s ear


    The dreadful secrets of a sinful mind.


    Duchess. Thou mayest speak to the confessional


    Until thy lips grow weary of their tale,


    But here thou shalt not speak.


    Guido. My reverend father,


    You bring me but cold comfort.


    Cardinal. Nay, my son,


    For the great power of our mother Church,


    Ends not with this poor bubble of a world,


    Of which we are but dust, as Jerome saith,


    For if the sinner doth repentant die,


    Our prayers and holy masses much avail


    To bring the guilty soul from purgatory.


    Duchess. And when in purgatory thou seest my Lord


    With that red star of blood upon his heart,


    Tell him I sent thee hither.


    Guido. O dear God!


    Moranzone. This is the woman, is it, whom you loved?


    Cardinal. Your Grace is very cruel to this man.


    Duchess. No more than he was cruel to her Grace.


    Cardinal. Yet mercy is the sovereign right of princes.


    Duchess. I got no mercy, and I give it not.


    He hath changed my heart into a heart of stone,


    He hath sown rank nettles in a goodly field,


    He hath poisoned the wells of pity in my breast,


    He hath withered up all kindness at the root;


    My life is as some famine murdered land,


    Whence all good things have perished utterly:


    I am what he hath made me.


    [The Duchess weeps.]


    Jeppo. Is it not strange


    That she should so have loved the wicked Duke?


    Maffio. It is most strange when women love their lords,


    And when they love them not it is most strange.


    Jeppo. What a philosopher thou art, Petrucci!


    Maffio. Ay! I can bear the ills of other men,


    Which is philosophy.


    Duchess. They tarry long,


    These greybeards and their council; bid them come;


    Bid them come quickly, else I think my heart


    Will beat itself to bursting: not indeed,


    That I here care to live; God knows my life


    Is not so full of joy, yet, for all that,


    I would not die companionless, or go


    Lonely to Hell.


    Look, my Lord Cardinal,


    Canst thou not see across my forehead here,


    In scarlet letters writ, the word Revenge?


    Fetch me some water, I will wash it off:


    ’Twas branded there last night, but in the day-time


    I need not wear it, need I, my Lord Cardinal?


    Oh, how it sears and burns into my brain:


    Give me a knife; not that one, but another,


    And I will cut it out.


    Cardinal. It is most natural


    To be incensed against the murderous hand


    That treacherously stabbed your sleeping lord.


    Duchess. I would, old Cardinal, I could burn that hand;


    But it will burn hereafter.


    Cardinal. Nay, the Church


    Ordains us to forgive our enemies.


    Duchess. Forgiveness? what is that? I never got it.


    They come at last: well, my Lord Justice, well.


    [Enter the Lord Justice.]


    Lord Justice. Most gracious Lady, and our sovereign Liege,


    We have long pondered on the point at issue,


    And much considered of your Grace’s wisdom,


    And never wisdom spake from fairer lips——


    Duchess. Proceed, sir, without compliment.


    Lord Justice. We find,


    As your own Grace did rightly signify,


    That any citizen, who by force or craft


    Conspires against the person of the Liege,


    Is ipso facto outlaw, void of rights


    Such as pertain to other citizens,


    Is traitor, and a public enemy,


    Who may by any casual sword be slain


    Without the slayer’s danger; nay, if brought


    Into the presence of the tribunal,


    Must with dumb lips and silence reverent


    Listen unto his well-deserved doom,


    Nor has the privilege of open speech.


    Duchess. I thank thee, my Lord Justice, heartily;


    I like your law: and now I pray dispatch


    This public outlaw to his righteous doom;


    What is there more?


    Lord Justice. Ay, there is more, your Grace.


    This man being alien born, not Paduan,


    Nor by allegiance bound unto the Duke,


    Save such as common nature doth lay down,


    Hath, though accused of treasons manifold,


    Whose slightest penalty is certain death,


    Yet still the right of public utterance


    Before the people and the open court;


    Nay, shall be much entreated by the Court,


    To make some formal pleading for his life,


    Lest his own city, righteously incensed,


    Should with an unjust trial tax our state,


    And wars spring up against the commonwealth:


    So merciful are the laws of Padua


    Unto the stranger living in her gates.


    Duchess. Being of my Lord’s household, is he stranger here?


    Lord Justice. Ay, until seven years of service spent


    He cannot be a Paduan citizen.


    Guido. I thank thee, my Lord Justice, heartily;


    I like your law.


    Second Citizen. I like no law at all:


    Were there no law there’d be no law-breakers,


    So all men would be virtuous.


    First Citizen. So they would;


    ’Tis a wise saying that, and brings you far.


    Tipstaff. Ay! to the gallows, knave.


    Duchess. Is this the law?


    Lord Justice. It is the law most certainly, my liege.


    Duchess. Show me the book: ’tis written in blood-red.


    Jeppo. Look at the Duchess.


    Duchess. Thou accursed law,


    I would that I could tear thee from the state


    As easy as I tear thee from this book.


    [Tears out the page.]


    Come here, Count Bardi: are you honourable?


    Get a horse ready for me at my house,


    For I must ride to Venice instantly.


    Bardi. To Venice, Madam?


    Duchess. Not a word of this,


    Go, go at once. [Exit Count Bardi.]


    A moment, my Lord Justice.


    If, as thou sayest it, this is the law—


    Nay, nay, I doubt not that thou sayest right,


    Though right be wrong in such a case as this—


    May I not by the virtue of mine office


    Adjourn this court until another day?


    Lord Justice. Madam, you cannot stay a trial for blood.


    Duchess. I will not tarry then to hear this man


    Rail with rude tongue against our sacred person.


    Come, gentlemen.


    Lord Justice. My liege,


    You cannot leave this court until the prisoner


    Be purged or guilty of this dread offence.


    Duchess. Cannot, Lord Justice? By what right do you


    Set barriers in my path where I should go?


    Am I not Duchess here in Padua,


    And the state’s regent?


    Lord Justice. For that reason, Madam,


    Being the fountain-head of life and death


    Whence, like a mighty river, justice flows,


    Without thy presence justice is dried up


    And fails of purpose: thou must tarry here.


    Duchess. What, wilt thou keep me here against my will?


    Lord Justice. We pray thy will be not against the law.


    Duchess. What if I force my way out of the court?


    Lord Justice. Thou canst not force the Court to give thee way.


    Duchess. I will not tarry. [Rises from her seat.]


    Lord Justice. Is the usher here?


    Let him stand forth. [Usher comes forward.]


    Thou knowest thy business, sir.


    [The Usher closes the doors of the court, which are L., and when the Duchess and her retinue approach, kneels down.]


    Usher. In all humility I beseech your Grace


    Turn not my duty to discourtesy,


    Nor make my unwelcome office an offence.


    Duchess. Is there no gentleman amongst you all


    To prick this prating fellow from our way?


    Maffio. [drawing his sword]


    Ay! that will I.


    Lord Justice. Count Maffio, have a care,


    And you, sir. [To Jeppo.]


    The first man who draws his sword


    Upon the meanest officer of this Court,


    Dies before nightfall.


    Duchess. Sirs, put up your swords:


    It is most meet that I should hear this man.


    [Goes back to throne.]


    Moranzone. Now hast thou got thy enemy in thy hand.


    Lord Justice. [taking the time-glass up]


    Guido Ferranti, while the crumbling sand


    Falls through this time-glass, thou hast leave to speak.


    This and no more.


    Guido. It is enough, my lord.


    Lord Justice. Thou standest on the extreme verge of death;


    See that thou speakest nothing but the truth,


    Naught else will serve thee.


    Guido. If I speak it not,


    Then give my body to the headsman there.


    Lord Justice. [turns the time-glass]


    Let there be silence while the prisoner speaks.


    Tipstaff. Silence in the Court there.


    Guido. My Lords Justices,


    And reverent judges of this worthy court,


    I hardly know where to begin my tale,


    So strangely dreadful is this history.


    First, let me tell you of what birth I am.


    I am the son of that good Duke Lorenzo


    Who was with damned treachery done to death


    By a most wicked villain, lately Duke


    Of this good town of Padua.


    Lord Justice. Have a care,


    It will avail thee nought to mock this prince


    Who now lies in his coffin.


    Maffio. By Saint James,


    This is the Duke of Parma’s rightful heir.


    Jeppo. I always thought him noble.


    Guido. I confess


    That with the purport of a just revenge,


    A most just vengeance on a man of blood,


    I entered the Duke’s household, served his will,


    Sat at his board, drank of his wine, and was


    His intimate: so much I will confess,


    And this too, that I waited till he grew


    To give the fondest secrets of his life


    Into my keeping, till he fawned on me,


    And trusted me in every private matter


    Even as my noble father trusted him;


    That for this thing I waited.


    [To the Headsman.]


    Thou man of blood!


    Turn not thine axe on me before the time:


    Who knows if it be time for me to die?


    Is there no other neck in court but mine?


    Lord Justice. The sand within the time-glass flows apace.


    Come quickly to the murder of the Duke.


    Guido. I will be brief: Last night at twelve o’ the clock,


    By a strong rope I scaled the palace wall,


    With purport to revenge my father’s murder—


    Ay! with that purport I confess, my lord.


    This much I will acknowledge, and this also,


    That as with stealthy feet I climbed the stair


    Which led unto the chamber of the Duke,


    And reached my hand out for the scarlet cloth


    Which shook and shivered in the gusty door,


    Lo! the white moon that sailed in the great heaven


    Flooded with silver light the darkened room,


    Night lit her candles for me, and I saw


    The man I hated, cursing in his sleep;


    And thinking of a most dear father murdered,


    Sold to the scaffold, bartered to the block,


    I smote the treacherous villain to the heart


    With this same dagger, which by chance I found


    Within the chamber.


    Duchess. [rising from her seat] Oh!


    Guido. [hurriedly] I killed the Duke.


    Now, my Lord Justice, if I may crave a boon,


    Suffer me not to see another sun


    Light up the misery of this loathsome world.


    Lord Justice. Thy boon is granted, thou shalt die to-night.


    Lead him away. Come, Madam


    [Guido is led off; as he goes the Duchess stretches out her arms and rushes down the stage.]


    Duchess. Guido! Guido!


    [Faints.]


    Tableau


    End of Act IV.
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    Act V.


    Scene—A dungeon in the public prison of Padua; Guido lies asleep on a pallet (L.C.); a table with a goblet on it is set (L.C.); five soldiers are drinking and playing dice in the corner on a stone table; one of them has a lantern hung to his halbert; a torch is set in the wall over Guido’s head. Two grated windows behind, one on each side of the door which is (C.), look out into the passage; the stage is rather dark.


    First Soldier. [throws dice] Sixes again! good Pietro.


    Second Soldier. I’ faith, lieutenant, I will play with thee no more. I will lose everything.


    Third Soldier. Except thy wits; thou art safe there!


    Second Soldier. Ay, ay, he cannot take them from me.


    Third Soldier. No; for thou hast no wits to give him.


    The Soldiers. [loudly] Ha! ha! ha!


    First Soldier. Silence! You will wake the prisoner; he is asleep.


    Second Soldier. What matter? He will get sleep enough when he is buried. I warrant he’d be glad if we could wake him when he’s in the grave.


    Third Soldier. Nay! for when he wakes there it will be judgment day.


    Second Soldier. Ay, and he has done a grievous thing; for, look you, to murder one of us who are but flesh and blood is a sin, and to kill a Duke goes being near against the law.


    First Soldier. Well, well, he was a wicked Duke.


    Second Soldier. And so he should not have touched him; if one meddles with wicked people, one is like to be tainted with their wickedness.


    Third Soldier. Ay, that is true. How old is the prisoner?


    Second Soldier. Old enough to do wrong, and not old enough to be wise.


    First Soldier. Why, then, he might be any age.


    Second Soldier. They say the Duchess wanted to pardon him.


    First Soldier. Is that so?


    Second Soldier. Ay, and did much entreat the Lord Justice, but he would not.


    First Soldier. I had thought, Pietro, that the Duchess was omnipotent.


    Second Soldier. True, she is well-favoured; I know none so comely.


    The Soldiers. Ha! ha! ha!


    First Soldier. I meant I had thought our Duchess could do anything.


    Second Soldier. Nay, for he is now given over to the Justices, and they will see that justice be done; they and stout Hugh the headsman; but when his head is off, why then the Duchess can pardon him if she likes; there is no law against that.


    First Soldier. I do not think that stout Hugh, as you call him, will do the business for him after all. This Guido is of gentle birth, and so by the law can drink poison first, if it so be his pleasure.


    Third Soldier. And if he does not drink it?


    First Soldier. Why, then, they will kill him.


    [Knocking comes at the door.]


    First Soldier. See who that is.


    [Third Soldier goes over and looks through the wicket.]


    Third Soldier. It is a woman, sir.


    First Soldier. Is she pretty?


    Third Soldier. I can’t tell. She is masked, lieutenant.


    First Soldier. It is only very ugly or very beautiful women who ever hide their faces. Let her in.


    [Soldier opens the door, and the Duchess masked and cloaked enters.]


    Duchess. [to Third Soldier] Are you the officer on guard?


    First Soldier. [coming forward] I am, madam.


    Duchess. I must see the prisoner alone.


    First Soldier. I am afraid that is impossible. [The Duchess hands him a ring, he looks at and returns it to her with a bow and makes a sign to the Soldiers.] Stand without there. [Exeunt the Soldiers.]


    Duchess. Officer, your men are somewhat rough.


    First Soldier. They mean no harm.


    Duchess. I shall be going back in a few minutes. As I pass through the corridor do not let them try and lift my mask.


    First Soldier. You need not be afraid, madam.


    Duchess. I have a particular reason for wishing my face not to be seen.


    First Soldier. Madam, with this ring you can go in and out as you please; it is the Duchess’s own ring.


    Duchess. Leave us. [The Soldier turns to go out.] A moment, sir. For what hour is …


    First Soldier. At twelve o’clock, madam, we have orders to lead him out; but I dare say he won’t wait for us; he’s more like to take a drink out of that poison yonder. Men are afraid of the headsman.


    Duchess. Is that poison?


    First Soldier. Ay, madam, and very sure poison too.


    Duchess. You may go, sir.


    First Soldier. By Saint James, a pretty hand! I wonder who she is. Some woman who loved him, perhaps. [Exit.]

  


  
    Duchess. [taking her mask off] At last!


    He can escape now in this cloak and vizard,


    We are of a height almost: they will not know him;


    As for myself what matter?


    So that he does not curse me as he goes,


    I care but little: I wonder will he curse me.


    He has the right. It is eleven now;


    They will not come till twelve.


    [Goes over to the table.]


    So this is poison.


    Is it not strange that in this liquor here


    There lies the key to all philosophies?


    [Takes the cup up.]


    It smells of poppies. I remember well


    That, when I was a child in Sicily,


    I took the scarlet poppies from the corn,


    And made a little wreath, and my grave uncle,


    Don John of Naples, laughed: I did not know


    That they had power to stay the springs of life,


    To make the pulse cease beating, and to chill


    The blood in its own vessels, till men come


    And with a hook hale the poor body out,


    And throw it in a ditch: the body, ay,—


    What of the soul? that goes to heaven or hell.


    Where will mine go?


    [Takes the torch from the wall, and goes over to the bed.]


    How peacefully here he sleeps,


    Like a young schoolboy tired out with play:


    I would that I could sleep so peacefully,


    But I have dreams. [Bending over him.]


    Poor boy: what if I kissed him?


    No, no, my lips would burn him like a fire.


    He has had enough of Love. Still that white neck


    Will ’scape the headsman: I have seen to that:


    He will get hence from Padua to-night,


    And that is well. You are very wise, Lord Justices,


    And yet you are not half so wise as I am,


    And that is well.


    O God! how I have loved you,


    And what a bloody flower did Love bear!


    [Comes back to the table.]


    What if I drank these juices, and so ceased?


    Were it not better than to wait till Death


    Come to my bed with all his serving men,


    Remorse, disease, old age, and misery?


    I wonder does one suffer much: I think


    That I am very young to die like this,


    But so it must be. Why, why should I die?


    He will escape to-night, and so his blood


    Will not be on my head. No, I must die;


    I have been guilty, therefore I must die;


    He loves me not, and therefore I must die:


    I would die happier if he would kiss me,


    But he will not do that. I did not know him.


    I thought he meant to sell me to the Judge;


    That is not strange; we women never know


    Our lovers till they leave us.


    [Bell begins to toll]


    Thou vile bell,


    That like a bloodhound from thy brazen throat


    Call’st for this man’s life, cease! thou shalt not get it.


    He stirs—I must be quick: [Takes up cup.]


    O Love, Love, Love,


    I did not think that I would pledge thee thus!


    [Drinks poison, and sets the cup down on the table behind her: the noise wakens Guido, who starts up, and does not see what she has done. There is silence for a minute, each looking at the other.]


    I do not come to ask your pardon now,


    Seeing I know I stand beyond all pardon;


    Enough of that: I have already, sir,


    Confessed my sin to the Lords Justices;


    They would not listen to me: and some said


    I did invent a tale to save your life;


    You have trafficked with me; others said


    That women played with pity as with men;


    Others that grief for my slain Lord and husband


    Had robbed me of my wits: they would not hear me,


    And, when I sware it on the holy book,


    They bade the doctor cure me. They are ten,


    Ten against one, and they possess your life.


    They call me Duchess here in Padua.


    I do not know, sir; if I be the Duchess,


    I wrote your pardon, and they would not take it;


    They call it treason, say I taught them that;


    Maybe I did. Within an hour, Guido,


    They will be here, and drag you from the cell,


    And bind your hands behind your back, and bid you


    Kneel at the block: I am before them there;


    Here is the signet ring of Padua,


    ’Twill bring you safely through the men on guard;


    There is my cloak and vizard; they have orders


    Not to be curious: when you pass the gate


    Turn to the left, and at the second bridge


    You will find horses waiting: by to-morrow


    You will be at Venice, safe. [A pause.]


    Do you not speak?


    Will you not even curse me ere you go?—


    You have the right. [A pause.]


    You do not understand


    There lies between you and the headsman’s axe


    Hardly so much sand in the hour-glass


    As a child’s palm could carry: here is the ring:


    I have washed my hand: there is no blood upon it:


    You need not fear. Will you not take the ring?


    Guido. [takes ring and kisses it]


    Ay! gladly, Madam.


    Duchess. And leave Padua.


    Guido. Leave Padua.


    Duchess. But it must be to-night.


    Guido. To-night it shall be.


    Duchess. Oh, thank God for that!


    Guido. So I can live; life never seemed so sweet


    As at this moment.


    Duchess. Do not tarry, Guido,


    There is my cloak: the horse is at the bridge,


    The second bridge below the ferry house:


    Why do you tarry? Can your ears not hear


    This dreadful bell, whose every ringing stroke


    Robs one brief minute from your boyish life.


    Go quickly.


    Guido. Ay! he will come soon enough.


    Duchess. Who?


    Guido. [calmly]


    Why, the headsman.


    Duchess. No, no.


    Guido. Only he


    Can bring me out of Padua.


    Duchess. You dare not!


    You dare not burden my o’erburdened soul


    With two dead men! I think one is enough.


    For when I stand before God, face to face,


    I would not have you, with a scarlet thread


    Around your white throat, coming up behind


    To say I did it.


    Guido. Madam, I wait.


    Duchess. No, no, you cannot: you do not understand,


    I have less power in Padua to-night


    Than any common woman; they will kill you.


    I saw the scaffold as I crossed the square,


    Already the low rabble throng about it


    With fearful jests, and horrid merriment,


    As though it were a morris-dancer’s platform,


    And not Death’s sable throne. O Guido, Guido,


    You must escape!


    Guido. Madam, I tarry here.


    Duchess. Guido, you shall not: it would be a thing


    So terrible that the amazed stars


    Would fall from heaven, and the palsied moon


    Be in her sphere eclipsed, and the great sun


    Refuse to shine upon the unjust earth


    Which saw thee die.


    Guido. Be sure I shall not stir.


    Duchess. [wringing her hands]


    Is one sin not enough, but must it breed


    A second sin more horrible again


    Than was the one that bare it? O God, God,


    Seal up sin’s teeming womb, and make it barren,


    I will not have more blood upon my hand


    Than I have now.


    Guido. [seizing her hand]


    What! am I fallen so low


    That I may not have leave to die for you?


    Duchess. [tearing her hand away]


    Die for me?—no, my life is a vile thing,


    Thrown to the miry highways of this world;


    You shall not die for me, you shall not, Guido;


    I am a guilty woman.


    Guido. Guilty?—let those


    Who know what a thing temptation is,


    Let those who have not walked as we have done,


    In the red fire of passion, those whose lives


    Are dull and colourless, in a word let those,


    If any such there be, who have not loved,


    Cast stones against you. As for me——


    Duchess. Alas!


    Guido. [falling at her feet]


    You are my lady, and you are my love!


    O hair of gold, O crimson lips, O face


    Made for the luring and the love of man!


    Incarnate image of pure loveliness!


    Worshipping thee I do forget the past,


    Worshipping thee my soul comes close to thine,


    Worshipping thee I seem to be a god,


    And though they give my body to the block,


    Yet is my love eternal!


    [Duchess puts her hands over her face: Guido draws them down.]


    Sweet, lift up


    The trailing curtains that overhang your eyes


    That I may look into those eyes, and tell you


    I love you, never more than now when Death


    Thrusts his cold lips between us: Beatrice,


    I love you: have you no word left to say?


    Oh, I can bear the executioner,


    But not this silence: will you not say you love me?


    Speak but that word and Death shall lose his sting,


    But speak it not, and fifty thousand deaths


    Are, in comparison, mercy. Oh, you are cruel,


    And do not love me.


    Duchess. Alas! I have no right.


    For I have stained the innocent hands of love


    With spilt-out blood: there is blood on the ground;


    I set it there.


    Guido. Sweet, it was not yourself,


    It was some devil tempted you.


    Duchess. [rising suddenly]


    No, no,


    We are each our own devil, and we make


    This world our hell.


    Guido. Then let high Paradise


    Fall into Tartarus! for I shall make


    This world my heaven for a little space.


    The sin was mine, if any sin there was.


    ’Twas I who nurtured murder in my heart,


    Sweetened my meats, seasoned my wine with it,


    And in my fancy slew the accursed Duke


    A hundred times a day. Why, had this man


    Died half so often as I wished him to,


    Death had been stalking ever through the house,


    And murder had not slept.


    But you, fond heart,


    Whose little eyes grew tender over a whipt hound,


    You whom the little children laughed to see


    Because you brought the sunlight where you passed,


    You the white angel of God’s purity,


    This which men call your sin, what was it?


    Duchess. Ay!


    What was it? There are times it seems a dream,


    An evil dream sent by an evil god,


    And then I see the dead face in the coffin


    And know it is no dream, but that my hand


    Is red with blood, and that my desperate soul


    Striving to find some haven for its love


    From the wild tempest of this raging world,


    Has wrecked its bark upon the rocks of sin.


    What was it, said you?—murder merely? Nothing


    But murder, horrible murder.


    Guido. Nay, nay, nay,


    ’Twas but the passion-flower of your love


    That in one moment leapt to terrible life,


    And in one moment bare this gory fruit,


    Which I had plucked in thought a thousand times.


    My soul was murderous, but my hand refused;


    Your hand wrought murder, but your soul was pure.


    And so I love you, Beatrice, and let him


    Who has no mercy for your stricken head,


    Lack mercy up in heaven! Kiss me, sweet.


    [Tries to kiss her.]


    Duchess. No, no, your lips are pure, and mine are soiled,


    For Guilt has been my paramour, and Sin


    Lain in my bed: O Guido, if you love me


    Get hence, for every moment is a worm


    Which gnaws your life away: nay, sweet, get hence,


    And if in after time you think of me,


    Think of me as of one who loved you more


    Than anything on earth; think of me, Guido,


    As of a woman merely, one who tried


    To make her life a sacrifice to love,


    And slew love in the trial: Oh, what is that?


    The bell has stopped from ringing, and I hear


    The feet of armed men upon the stair.


    Guido. [aside]


    That is the signal for the guard to come.


    Duchess. Why has the bell stopped ringing?


    Guido. If you must know,


    That stops my life on this side of the grave,


    But on the other we shall meet again.


    Duchess. No, no, ’tis not too late: you must get hence;


    The horse is by the bridge, there is still time.


    Away, away, you must not tarry here!


    [Noise of Soldiers in the passage.]


    A Voice outside. Room for the Lord Justice of Padua!


    [The Lord Justice is seen through the grated window passing down the corridor preceded by men bearing torches.]


    Duchess. It is too late.


    A Voice outside. Room for the headsman.


    Duchess. [sinks down] Oh!


    [The Headsman with his axe on his shoulder is seen passing the corridor, followed by Monks bearing candles.]


    Guido. Farewell, dear love, for I must drink this poison.


    I do not fear the headsman, but I would die


    Not on the lonely scaffold.


    But here,


    Here in thine arms, kissing thy mouth: farewell!


    [Goes to the table and takes the goblet up.] What, art thou empty?


    [Throws it to the ground.]


    O thou churlish gaoler,


    Even of poisons niggard!


    Duchess. [faintly]


    Blame him not.


    Guido. O God! you have not drunk it, Beatrice?


    Tell me you have not?


    Duchess. Were I to deny it,


    There is a fire eating at my heart


    Which would find utterance.


    Guido. O treacherous love,


    Why have you not left a drop for me?


    Duchess. No, no, it held but death enough for one.


    Guido. Is there no poison still upon your lips,


    That I may draw it from them?


    Duchess. Why should you die?


    You have not spilt blood, and so need not die:


    I have spilt blood, and therefore I must die.


    Was it not said blood should be spilt for blood?


    Who said that? I forget.


    Guido. Tarry for me,


    Our souls will go together.


    Duchess. Nay, you must live.


    There are many other women in the world


    Who will love you, and not murder for your sake.


    Guido. I love you only.


    Duchess. You need not die for that.


    Guido. Ah, if we die together, love, why then


    Can we not lie together in one grave?


    Duchess. A grave is but a narrow wedding-bed.


    Guido. It is enough for us


    Duchess. And they will strew it


    With a stark winding-sheet, and bitter herbs:


    I think there are no roses in the grave,


    Or if there are, they all are withered now


    Since my Lord went there.


    Guido. Ah! dear Beatrice,


    Your lips are roses that death cannot wither.


    Duchess. Nay, if we lie together, will not my lips


    Fall into dust, and your enamoured eyes


    Shrivel to sightless sockets, and the worms,


    Which are our groomsmen, eat away your heart?


    Guido. I do not care: Death has no power on love.


    And so by Love’s immortal sovereignty


    I will die with you.


    Duchess. But the grave is black,


    And the pit black, so I must go before


    To light the candles for your coming hither.


    No, no, I will not die, I will not die.


    Love, you are strong, and young, and very brave;


    Stand between me and the angel of death,


    And wrestle with him for me.


    [Thrusts Guido in front of her with his back to the audience.]


    I will kiss you,


    When you have thrown him. Oh, have you no cordial,


    To stay the workings of this poison in me?


    Are there no rivers left in Italy


    That you will not fetch me one cup of water


    To quench this fire?


    Guido. O God!


    Duchess. You did not tell me


    There was a drought in Italy, and no water:


    Nothing but fire.


    Guido. O Love!


    Duchess. Send for a leech,


    Not him who stanched my husband, but another


    We have no time: send for a leech, I say:


    There is an antidote against each poison,


    And he will sell it if we give him money.


    Tell him that I will give him Padua,


    For one short hour of life: I will not die.


    Oh, I am sick to death: no, do not touch me,


    This poison gnaws my heart: I did not know


    It was such pain to die: I thought that life


    Had taken all the agonies to itself;


    It seems it is not so.


    Guido. O damnéd stars


    Quench your vile cresset-lights in tears, and bid


    The moon, your mistress, shine no more to-night.


    Duchess. Guido, why are we here? I think this room


    Is poorly furnished for a marriage chamber.


    Let us get hence at once. Where are the horses?


    We should be on our way to Venice now.


    How cold the night is! We must ride faster.


    [The Monks begin to chant outside.]


    Music! It should be merrier; but grief


    Is of the fashion now—I know not why.


    You must not weep: do we not love each other?—


    That is enough. Death, what do you here?


    You were not bidden to this table, sir;


    Away, we have no need of you: I tell you


    It was in wine I pledged you, not in poison.


    They lied who told you that I drank your poison.


    It was spilt upon the ground, like my Lord’s blood;


    You came too late.


    Guido. Sweet, there is nothing there:


    These things are only unreal shadows.


    Duchess. Death,


    Why do you tarry, get to the upper chamber;


    The cold meats of my husband’s funeral feast


    Are set for you; this is a wedding feast.


    You are out of place, sir; and, besides, ’tis summer.


    We do not need these heavy fires now,


    You scorch us.


    Oh, I am burned up,


    Can you do nothing? Water, give me water,


    Or else more poison. No: I feel no pain—


    Is it not curious I should feel no pain?—


    And Death has gone away, I am glad of that.


    I thought he meant to part us. Tell me, Guido,


    Are you not sorry that you ever saw me?


    Guido. I swear I would not have lived otherwise.


    Why, in this dull and common world of ours


    Men have died looking for such moments as this


    And have not found them.


    Duchess. Then you are not sorry?


    How strange that seems.


    Guido. What, Beatrice, have I not


    Stood face to face with beauty? That is enough


    For one man’s life. Why, love, I could be merry;


    I have been often sadder at a feast,


    But who were sad at such a feast as this


    When Love and Death are both our cup-bearers?


    We love and die together.


    Duchess. Oh, I have been


    Guilty beyond all women, and indeed


    Beyond all women punished. Do you think—


    No, that could not be—Oh, do you think that love


    Can wipe the bloody stain from off my hands,


    Pour balm into my wounds, heal up my hurts,


    And wash my scarlet sins as white as snow?—


    For I have sinned.


    Guido. They do not sin at all


    Who sin for love.


    Duchess. No, I have sinned, and yet


    Perchance my sin will be forgiven me.


    I have loved much


    [They kiss each other now for the first time in this Act, when suddenly the Duchess leaps up in the dreadful spasm of death, tears in agony at her dress, and finally, with face twisted and distorted with pain, falls back dead in a chair. Guido seizing her dagger from her belt, kills himself; and, as he falls across her knees, clutches at the cloak which is on the back of the chair, and throws it entirely over her. There is a little pause. Then down the passage comes the tramp of Soldiers; the door is opened, and the Lord Justice, the Headsman, and the Guard enter and see this figure shrouded in black, and Guido lying dead across her. The Lord Justice rushes forward and drags the cloak off the Duchess, whose face is now the marble image of peace, the sign of God’s forgiveness.]
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    First Act.


    Scene—Morning-room of Lord Windermere’s house in Carlton House Terrace. 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 home 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 any one who calls.


    Parker. Yes, my lady.


    [Exit C.]


    Lady Windermere. It’s best for me to see him before to-night. 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 to-day is my birthday?


    Lord Darlington. No? Is it really?


    Lady Windermere. Yes, I’m of age to-day. Quite an important day in my life, isn’t it? That is why I am giving this party to-night. 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 any one 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.—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. 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 to-night, 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?


    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.


    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 to-night, 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.


    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, some one 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.


    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 to-night, 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 any one, 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.


    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?


    Lady Agatha. Yes, mamma. [Exit through window L.]


    Duchess of Berwick. Sweet girl! So devoted to sunsets! Shows such refinement of feeling, does it not? After all, there is nothing like Nature, is there?


    Lady Windermere. But what is it, Duchess? Why do you talk to me about this person?


    Duchess of Berwick. Don’t you really know? I assure you we’re all so distressed about it. Only last night at dear Lady Jansen’s every one was saying how extraordinary it was that, of all men in London, Windermere should behave in such a way.


    Lady Windermere. My husband—what has he got to do with any woman of that kind?


    Duchess of Berwick. Ah, what indeed, dear? That is the point. He goes to see her continually, and stops for hours at a time, and while he is there she is not at home to any one. Not that many ladies call on her, dear, but she has a great many disreputable men friends—my own brother particularly, as I told you—and that is what makes it so dreadful about Windermere. We looked upon him as being such a model husband, but I am afraid there is no doubt about it. My dear nieces—you know the Saville girls, don’t you?—such nice domestic creatures—plain, dreadfully plain, but so good—well, they’re always at the window doing fancy work, and making ugly things for the poor, which I think so useful of them in these dreadful socialistic days, and this terrible woman has taken a house in Curzon Street, right opposite them—such a respectable street, too! I don’t know what we’re coming to! And they tell me that Windermere goes there four and five times a week—they see him. They can’t help it—and although they never talk scandal, they—well, of course—they remark on it to every one. And the worst of it all is that I have been told that this woman has got a great deal of money out of somebody, for it seems that she came to London six months ago without anything at all to speak of, and now she has this charming house in Mayfair, drives her ponies in the Park every afternoon and all—well, all—since she has known poor dear Windermere.


    Lady Windermere. Oh, I can’t believe it!


    Duchess of Berwick. But it’s quite true, my dear. The whole of London knows it. That is why I felt it was better to come and talk to you, and advise you to take Windermere away at once to Homburg or to Aix, where he’ll have something to amuse him, and where you can watch him all day long. I assure you, my dear, that on several occasions after I was first married, I had to pretend to be very ill, and was obliged to drink the most unpleasant mineral waters, merely to get Berwick out of town. He was so extremely susceptible. Though I am bound to say he never gave away any large sums of money to anybody. He is far too high-principled for that!


    Lady Windermere. [Interrupting.] Duchess, Duchess, it’s impossible! [Rising and crossing stage to C.] We are only married two years. Our child is but six months old. [Sits in chair R. of L. table.]


    Duchess of Berwick. Ah, the dear pretty baby! How is the little darling? Is it a boy or a girl? I hope a girl—Ah, no, I remember it’s a boy! I’m so sorry. Boys are so wicked. My boy is excessively immoral. You wouldn’t believe at what hours he comes home. And he’s only left Oxford a few months—I really don’t know what they teach them there.


    Lady Windermere. Are all men bad?


    Duchess of Berwick. Oh, all of them, my dear, all of them, without any exception. And they never grow any better. Men become old, but they never become good.


    Lady Windermere. Windermere and I married for love.


    Duchess of Berwick. Yes, we begin like that. It was only Berwick’s brutal and incessant threats of suicide that made me accept him at all, and before the year was out, he was running after all kinds of petticoats, every colour, every shape, every material. In fact, before the honeymoon was over, I caught him winking at my maid, a most pretty, respectable girl. I dismissed her at once without a character.—No, I remember I passed her on to my sister; poor dear Sir George is so short-sighted, I thought it wouldn’t matter. But it did, though—it was most unfortunate. [Rises.] And now, my dear child, I must go, as we are dining out. And mind you don’t take this little aberration of Windermere’s too much to heart. Just take him abroad, and he’ll come back to you all right.


    Lady Windermere. Come back to me? [C.]


    Duchess of Berwick. [L.C.] Yes, dear, these wicked women get our husbands away from us, but they always come back, slightly damaged, of course. And don’t make scenes, men hate them!


    Lady Windermere. It is very kind of you, Duchess, to come and tell me all this. But I can’t believe that my husband is untrue to me.


    Duchess of Berwick. Pretty child! I was like that once. Now I know that all men are monsters. [Lady Windermere rings bell.] The only thing to do is to feed the wretches well. A good cook does wonders, and that I know you have. My dear Margaret, you are not going to cry?


    Lady Windermere. You needn’t be afraid, Duchess, I never cry.


    Duchess of Berwick. That’s quite right, dear. Crying is the refuge of plain women but the ruin of pretty ones. Agatha, darling!


    Lady Agatha. [Entering L.] Yes, mamma. [Stands back of table L.C.]


    Duchess of Berwick. Come and bid good-bye to Lady Windermere, and thank her for your charming visit. [Coming down again.] And by the way, I must thank you for sending a card to Mr. Hopper—he’s that rich young Australian people are taking such notice of just at present. His father made a great fortune by selling some kind of food in circular tins—most palatable, I believe—I fancy it is the thing the servants always refuse to eat. But the son is quite interesting. I think he’s attracted by dear Agatha’s clever talk. Of course, we should be very sorry to lose her, but I think that a mother who doesn’t part with a daughter every season has no real affection. We’re coming to-night, dear. [Parker opens C. doors.] And remember my advice, take the poor fellow out of town at once, it is the only thing to do. Good-bye, once more; come, Agatha.


    [Exeunt Duchess and Lady Agatha C.]


    Lady Windermere. How horrible! I understand now what Lord Darlington meant by the imaginary instance of the couple not two years married. Oh! it can’t be true—she spoke of enormous sums of money paid to this woman. I know where Arthur keeps his bank book—in one of the drawers of that desk. I might find out by that. I will find out. [Opens drawer.] No, it is some hideous mistake. [Rises and goes C.] Some silly scandal! He loves me! He loves me! But why should I not look? I am his wife, I have a right to look! [Returns to bureau, takes out book and examines it page by page, smiles and gives a sigh of relief.] I knew it! there is not a word of truth in this stupid story. [Puts book back in drawer. As she does so, starts and takes out another book.] A second book—private—locked! [Tries to open it, but fails. Sees paper knife on bureau, and with it cuts cover from book. Begins to start at the first page.] ‘Mrs. Erlynne—£600—Mrs. Erlynne—£700—Mrs. Erlynne—£400.’ Oh! it is true! It is true! How horrible! [Throws book on floor.] [Enter Lord Windermere C.]


    Lord Windermere. Well, dear, has the fan been sent home yet? [Going R.C. Sees book.] Margaret, you have cut open my bank book. You have no right to do such a thing!


    Lady Windermere. You think it wrong that you are found out, don’t you?


    Lord Windermere. I think it wrong that a wife should spy on her husband.


    Lady Windermere. I did not spy on you. I never knew of this woman’s existence till half an hour ago. Some one who pitied me was kind enough to tell me what every one in London knows already—your daily visits to Curzon Street, your mad infatuation, the monstrous sums of money you squander on this infamous woman! [Crossing L.]


    Lord Windermere. Margaret! don’t talk like that of Mrs. Erlynne, you don’t know how unjust it is!


    Lady Windermere. [Turning to him.] You are very jealous of Mrs. Erlynne’s honour. I wish you had been as jealous of mine.


    Lord Windermere. Your honour is untouched, Margaret. You don’t think for a moment that—— [Puts book back into desk.]


    Lady Windermere. I think that you spend your money strangely. That is all. Oh, don’t imagine I mind about the money. As far as I am concerned, you may squander everything we have. But what I do mind is that you who have loved me, you who have taught me to love you, should pass from the love that is given to the love that is bought. Oh, it’s horrible! [Sits on sofa.] And it is I who feel degraded! you don’t feel anything. I feel stained, utterly stained. You can’t realise how hideous the last six months seems to me now—every kiss you have given me is tainted in my memory.


    Lord Windermere. [Crossing to her.] Don’t say that, Margaret. I never loved any one in the whole world but you.


    Lady Windermere. [Rises.] Who is this woman, then? Why do you take a house for her?


    Lord Windermere. I did not take a house for her.


    Lady Windermere. You gave her the money to do it, which is the same thing.


    Lord Windermere. Margaret, as far as I have known Mrs. Erlynne——


    Lady Windermere. Is there a Mr. Erlynne—or is he a myth?


    Lord Windermere. Her husband died many years ago. She is alone in the world.


    Lady Windermere. No relations? [A pause.]


    Lord Windermere. None.


    Lady Windermere. Rather curious, isn’t it? [L.]


    Lord Windermere. [L.C.] Margaret, I was saying to you—and I beg you to listen to me—that as far as I have known Mrs. Erlynne, she has conducted herself well. If years ago——


    Lady Windermere. Oh! [Crossing R.C.] I don’t want details about her life!


    Lord Windermere. [C.] I am not going to give you any details about her life. I tell you simply this—Mrs. Erlynne was once honoured, loved, respected. She was well born, she had position—she lost everything—threw it away, if you like. That makes it all the more bitter. Misfortunes one can endure—they come from outside, they are accidents. But to suffer for one’s own faults—ah!—there is the sting of life. It was twenty years ago, too. She was little more than a girl then. She had been a wife for even less time than you have.


    Lady Windermere. I am not interested in her—and—you should not mention this woman and me in the same breath. It is an error of taste. [Sitting R. at desk.]


    Lord Windermere. Margaret, you could save this woman. She wants to get back into society, and she wants you to help her. [Crossing to her.]


    Lady Windermere. Me!


    Lord Windermere. Yes, you.


    Lady Windermere. How impertinent of her! [A pause.]


    Lord Windermere. Margaret, I came to ask you a great favour, and I still ask it of you, though you have discovered what I had intended you should never have known that I have given Mrs. Erlynne a large sum of money. I want you to send her an invitation for our party to-night. [Standing L. of her.]


    Lady Windermere. You are mad! [Rises.]


    Lord Windermere. I entreat you. People may chatter about her, do chatter about her, of course, but they don’t know anything definite against her. She has been to several houses—not to houses where you would go, I admit, but still to houses where women who are in what is called Society nowadays do go. That does not content her. She wants you to receive her once.


    Lady Windermere. As a triumph for her, I suppose?


    Lord Windermere. No; but because she knows that you are a good woman—and that if she comes here once she will have a chance of a happier, a surer life than she has had. She will make no further effort to know you. Won’t you help a woman who is trying to get back?


    Lady Windermere. No! If a woman really repents, she never wishes to return to the society that has made or seen her ruin.


    Lord Windermere. I beg of you.


    Lady Windermere. [Crossing to door R.] I am going to dress for dinner, and don’t mention the subject again this evening. Arthur [going to him C.], you fancy because I have no father or mother that I am alone in the world, and that you can treat me as you choose. You are wrong, I have friends, many friends.


    Lord Windermere. [L.C.] Margaret, you are talking foolishly, recklessly. I won’t argue with you, but I insist upon your asking Mrs. Erlynne to-night.


    Lady Windermere. [R.C.] I shall do nothing of the kind. [Crossing L. C.]


    Lord Windermere. You refuse? [C.]


    Lady Windermere. Absolutely!


    Lord Windermere. Ah, Margaret, do this for my sake; it is her last chance.


    Lady Windermere. What has that to do with me?


    Lord Windermere. How hard good women are!


    Lady Windermere. How weak bad men are!


    Lord Windermere. Margaret, none of us men may be good enough for the women we marry—that is quite true—but you don’t imagine I would ever—oh, the suggestion is monstrous!


    Lady Windermere. Why should you be different from other men? I am told that there is hardly a husband in London who does not waste his life over some shameful passion.


    Lord Windermere. I am not one of them.


    Lady Windermere. I am not sure of that!


    Lord Windermere. You are sure in your heart. But don’t make chasm after chasm between us. God knows the last few minutes have thrust us wide enough apart. Sit down and write the card.


    Lady Windermere. Nothing in the whole world would induce me.


    Lord Windermere. [Crossing to bureau.] Then I will! [Rings electric bell, sits and writes card.]


    Lady Windermere. You are going to invite this woman? [Crossing to him.]


    Lord Windermere. Yes. [Pause. Enter Parker.] Parker!


    Parker. Yes, my lord. [Comes down L.C.]


    Lord Windermere. Have this note sent to Mrs. Erlynne at No. 84a Curzon Street. [Crossing to L.C. and giving note to Parker.] There is no answer!


    [Exit Parker C.]


    Lady Windermere. Arthur, if that woman comes here, I shall insult her.


    Lord Windermere. Margaret, don’t say that.


    Lady Windermere. I mean it.


    Lord Windermere. Child, if you did such a thing, there’s not a woman in London who wouldn’t pity you.


    Lady Windermere. There is not a good woman in London who would not applaud me. We have been too lax. We must make an example. I propose to begin to-night. [Picking up fan.] Yes, you gave me this fan to-day; it was your birthday present. If that woman crosses my threshold, I shall strike her across the face with it.


    Lord Windermere. Margaret, you couldn’t do such a thing.


    Lady Windermere. You don’t know me! [Moves R.]


    [Enter Parker.]


    Parker!


    Parker. Yes, my lady.


    Lady Windermere. I shall dine in my own room. I don’t want dinner, in fact. See that everything is ready by half-past ten. And, Parker, be sure you pronounce the names of the guests very distinctly to-night. Sometimes you speak so fast that I miss them. I am particularly anxious to hear the names quite clearly, so as to make no mistake. You understand, Parker?


    Parker. Yes, my lady.


    Lady Windermere. That will do! [Exit Parker C.]

    [Speaking to Lord Windermere.] Arthur, if that woman comes here—I warn you——


    Lord Windermere. Margaret, you’ll ruin us!


    Lady Windermere. Us! From this moment my life is separate from yours. But if you wish to avoid a public scandal, write at once to this woman, and tell her that I forbid her to come here!


    Lord Windermere. I will not—I cannot—she must come!


    Lady Windermere. Then I shall do exactly as I have said. [Goes R.] You leave me no choice. [Exit R.]


    Lord Windermere. [Calling after her.] Margaret! Margaret! [A pause.] My God! What shall I do? I dare not tell her who this woman really is. The shame would kill her. [Sinks down into a chair and buries his face in his hands.]


    Act Drop.


     

      


    Second Act.


    Scene—Drawing-room in Lord Windermere’s house. Door R.U. opening into ball-room, where band is playing. Door L. through which guests are entering. Door L.U. opens on to illuminated terrace. Palms, flowers, and brilliant lights. Room crowded with guests. Lady Windermere is receiving them.


    Duchess of Berwick. [Up C.] So strange Lord Windermere isn’t here. Mr. Hopper is very late, too. You have kept those five dances for him, Agatha? [Comes down.]


    Lady Agatha. Yes, mamma.


    Duchess of Berwick. [Sitting on sofa.] Just let me see your card. I’m so glad Lady Windermere has revived cards.—They’re a mother’s only safeguard. You dear simple little thing! [Scratches out two names.] No nice girl should ever waltz with such particularly younger sons! It looks so fast! The last two dances you might pass on the terrace with Mr. Hopper.


    [Enter Mr. Dumby and Lady Plymdale from the ball-room.]


    Lady Agatha. Yes, mamma.


    Duchess of Berwick. [Fanning herself.] The air is so pleasant there.


    Parker. Mrs. Cowper-Cowper. Lady Stutfield. Sir James Royston. Mr. Guy Berkeley.


    [These people enter as announced.]


    Dumby. Good evening, Lady Stutfield. I suppose this will be the last ball of the season?


    Lady Stutfield. I suppose so, Mr. Dumby. It’s been a delightful season, hasn’t it?


    Dumby. Quite delightful! Good evening, Duchess. I suppose this will be the last ball of the season?


    Duchess of Berwick. I suppose so, Mr. Dumby. It has been a very dull season, hasn’t it?


    Dumby. Dreadfully dull! Dreadfully dull!


    Mrs. Cowper-Cowper. Good evening, Mr. Dumby. I suppose this will be the last ball of the season?


    Dumby. Oh, I think not. There’ll probably be two more. [Wanders back to Lady Plymdale.]


    Parker. Mr. Rufford. Lady Jedburgh and Miss Graham. Mr. Hopper.


    [These people enter as announced.]


    Hopper. How do you do, Lady Windermere? How do you do, Duchess? [Bows to Lady Agatha.]


    Duchess of Berwick. Dear Mr. Hopper, how nice of you to come so early. We all know how you are run after in London.


    Hopper. Capital place, London! They are not nearly so exclusive in London as they are in Sydney.


    Duchess of Berwick. Ah! we know your value, Mr. Hopper. We wish there were more like you. It would make life so much easier. Do you know, Mr. Hopper, dear Agatha and I are so much interested in Australia. It must be so pretty with all the dear little kangaroos flying about. Agatha has found it on the map. What a curious shape it is! Just like a large packing case. However, it is a very young country, isn’t it?


    Hopper. Wasn’t it made at the same time as the others, Duchess?


    Duchess of Berwick. How clever you are, Mr. Hopper. You have a cleverness quite of your own. Now I mustn’t keep you.


    Hopper. But I should like to dance with Lady Agatha, Duchess.


    Duchess of Berwick. Well, I hope she has a dance left. Have you a dance left, Agatha?


    Lady Agatha. Yes, mamma.


    Duchess of Berwick. The next one?


    Lady Agatha. Yes, mamma.


    Hopper. May I have the pleasure? [Lady Agatha bows.]


    Duchess of Berwick. Mind you take great care of my little chatterbox, Mr. Hopper.


    [Lady Agatha and Mr. Hopper pass into ball-room.]


    [Enter Lord Windermere L.]


    Lord Windermere. Margaret, I want to speak to you.


    Lady Windermere. In a moment. [The music stops.]


    Parker. Lord Augustus Lorton.


    [Enter Lord Augustus.]


    Lord Augustus. Good evening, Lady Windermere.


    Duchess of Berwick. Sir James, will you take me into the ball-room? Augustus has been dining with us to-night. I really have had quite enough of dear Augustus for the moment.


    [Sir James Royston gives the Duchess his arm and escorts her into the ball-room.]


    Parker. Mr. and Mrs. Arthur Bowden. Lord and Lady Paisley. Lord Darlington.


    [These people enter as announced.]


    Lord Augustus. [Coming up to Lord Windermere.] Want to speak to you particularly, dear boy. I’m worn to a shadow. Know I don’t look it. None of us men do look what we really are. Demmed good thing, too. What I want to know is this. Who is she? Where does she come from? Why hasn’t she got any demmed relations? Demmed nuisance, relations! But they make one so demmed respectable.


    Lord Windermere. You are talking of Mrs. Erlynne, I suppose? I only met her six months ago. Till then, I never knew of her existence.


    Lord Augustus. You have seen a good deal of her since then.


    Lord Windermere. [Coldly.] Yes, I have seen a good deal of her since then. I have just seen her.


    Lord Augustus. Egad! the women are very down on her. I have been dining with Arabella this evening! By Jove! you should have heard what she said about Mrs. Erlynne. She didn’t leave a rag on her…. [Aside.] Berwick and I told her that didn’t matter much, as the lady in question must have an extremely fine figure. You should have seen Arabella’s expression! … But, look here, dear boy. I don’t know what to do about Mrs. Erlynne. Egad! I might be married to her; she treats me with such demmed indifference. She’s deuced clever, too! She explains everything. Egad! she explains you. She has got any amount of explanations for you—and all of them different.


    Lord Windermere. No explanations are necessary about my friendship with Mrs. Erlynne.


    Lord Augustus. Hem! Well, look here, dear old fellow. Do you think she will ever get into this demmed thing called Society? Would you introduce her to your wife? No use beating about the confounded bush. Would you do that?


    Lord Windermere. Mrs. Erlynne is coming here to-night.


    Lord Augustus. Your wife has sent her a card?


    Lord Windermere. Mrs. Erlynne has received a card.


    Lord Augustus. Then she’s all right, dear boy. But why didn’t you tell me that before? It would have saved me a heap of worry and demmed misunderstandings!


    [Lady Agatha and Mr. Hopper cross and exit on terrace L.U.E.]


    Parker. Mr. Cecil Graham!


    [Enter Mr. Cecil Graham.]


    Cecil Graham. [Bows to Lady Windermere, passes over and shakes hands with Lord Windermere.] Good evening, Arthur. Why don’t you ask me how I am? I like people to ask me how I am. It shows a wide-spread interest in my health. Now, to-night I am not at all well. Been dining with my people. Wonder why it is one’s people are always so tedious? My father would talk morality after dinner. I told him he was old enough to know better. But my experience is that as soon as people are old enough to know better, they don’t know anything at all. Hallo, Tuppy! Hear you’re going to be married again; thought you were tired of that game.


    Lord Augustus. You’re excessively trivial, my dear boy, excessively trivial!


    Cecil Graham. By the way, Tuppy, which is it? Have you been twice married and once divorced, or twice divorced and once married? I say you’ve been twice divorced and once married. It seems so much more probable.


    Lord Augustus. I have a very bad memory. I really don’t remember which. [Moves away R.]


    Lady Plymdale. Lord Windermere, I’ve something most particular to ask you.


    Lord Windermere. I am afraid—if you will excuse me—I must join my wife.


    Lady Plymdale. Oh, you mustn’t dream of such a thing. It’s most dangerous nowadays for a husband to pay any attention to his wife in public. It always makes people think that he beats her when they’re alone. The world has grown so suspicious of anything that looks like a happy married life. But I’ll tell you what it is at supper. [Moves towards door of ball-room.]


    Lord Windermere. [C.] Margaret! I must speak to you.


    Lady Windermere. Will you hold my fan for me, Lord Darlington? Thanks. [Comes down to him.]


    Lord Windermere. [Crossing to her.] Margaret, what you said before dinner was, of course, impossible?


    Lady Windermere. That woman is not coming here to-night!


    Lord Windermere. [R.C.] Mrs. Erlynne is coming here, and if you in any way annoy or wound her, you will bring shame and sorrow on us both. Remember that! Ah, Margaret! only trust me! A wife should trust her husband!


    Lady Windermere. [C.] London is full of women who trust their husbands. One can always recognise them. They look so thoroughly unhappy. I am not going to be one of them. [Moves up.] Lord Darlington, will you give me back my fan, please? Thanks…. A useful thing a fan, isn’t it? … I want a friend to-night, Lord Darlington: I didn’t know I would want one so soon.


    Lord Darlington. Lady Windermere! I knew the time would come some day; but why to-night?


    Lord Windermere. I will tell her. I must. It would be terrible if there were any scene. Margaret …


    Parker. Mrs. Erlynne!


    [Lord Windermere starts. Mrs. Erlynne enters, very beautifully dressed and very dignified. Lady Windermere clutches at her fan, then lets it drop on the floor. She bows coldly to Mrs. Erlynne, who bows to her sweetly in turn, and sails into the room.]


    Lord Darlington. You have dropped your fan, Lady Windermere. [Picks it up and hands it to her.]


    Mrs. Erlynne. [C.] How do you do, again, Lord Windermere? How charming your sweet wife looks! Quite a picture!


    Lord Windermere. [In a low voice.] It was terribly rash of you to come!


    Mrs. Erlynne. [Smiling.] The wisest thing I ever did in my life. And, by the way, you must pay me a good deal of attention this evening. I am afraid of the women. You must introduce me to some of them. The men I can always manage. How do you do, Lord Augustus? You have quite neglected me lately. I have not seen you since yesterday. I am afraid you’re faithless. Every one told me so.


    Lord Augustus. [R.] Now really, Mrs. Erlynne, allow me to explain.


    Mrs. Erlynne. [R.C.] No, dear Lord Augustus, you can’t explain anything. It is your chief charm.


    Lord Augustus. Ah! if you find charms in me, Mrs. Erlynne——


    [They converse together. Lord Windermere moves uneasily about the room watching Mrs. Erlynne.]


    Lord Darlington. [To Lady Windermere.] How pale you are!


    Lady Windermere. Cowards are always pale!


    Lord Darlington. You look faint. Come out on the terrace.


    Lady Windermere. Yes. [To Parker.] Parker, send my cloak out.


    Mrs. Erlynne. [Crossing to her.] Lady Windermere, how beautifully your terrace is illuminated. Reminds me of Prince Doria’s at Rome.


    [Lady Windermere bows coldly, and goes off with Lord Darlington.]


    Oh, how do you do, Mr. Graham? Isn’t that your aunt, Lady Jedburgh? I should so much like to know her.


    Cecil Graham. [After a moment’s hesitation and embarrassment.] Oh, certainly, if you wish it. Aunt Caroline, allow me to introduce Mrs. Erlynne.


    Mrs. Erlynne. So pleased to meet you, Lady Jedburgh. [Sits beside her on the sofa.] Your nephew and I are great friends. I am so much interested in his political career. I think he’s sure to be a wonderful success. He thinks like a Tory, and talks like a Radical, and that’s so important nowadays. He’s such a brilliant talker, too. But we all know from whom he inherits that. Lord Allandale was saying to me only yesterday, in the Park, that Mr. Graham talks almost as well as his aunt.


    Lady Jedburgh. [R.] Most kind of you to say these charming things to me! [Mrs. Erlynne smiles, and continues conversation.]


    Dumby. [To Cecil Graham.] Did you introduce Mrs. Erlynne to Lady Jedburgh?


    Cecil Graham. Had to, my dear fellow. Couldn’t help it! That woman can make one do anything she wants. How, I don’t know.


    Dumby. Hope to goodness she won’t speak to me! [Saunters towards Lady Plymdale.]


    Mrs. Erlynne. [C. To Lady Jedburgh.] On Thursday? With great pleasure. [Rises, and speaks to Lord Windermere, laughing.] What a bore it is to have to be civil to these old dowagers! But they always insist on it!


    Lady Plymdale. [To Mr. Dumby.] Who is that well-dressed woman talking to Windermere?


    Dumby. Haven’t got the slightest idea! Looks like an édition de luxe of a wicked French novel, meant specially for the English market.


    Mrs. Erlynne. So that is poor Dumby with Lady Plymdale? I hear she is frightfully jealous of him. He doesn’t seem anxious to speak to me to-night. I suppose he is afraid of her. Those straw-coloured women have dreadful tempers. Do you know, I think I’ll dance with you first, Windermere. [Lord Windermere bites his lip and frowns.] It will make Lord Augustus so jealous! Lord Augustus! [Lord Augustus comes down.] Lord Windermere insists on my dancing with him first, and, as it’s his own house, I can’t well refuse. You know I would much sooner dance with you.


    Lord Augustus. [With a low bow.] I wish I could think so, Mrs. Erlynne.


    Mrs. Erlynne. You know it far too well. I can fancy a person dancing through life with you and finding it charming.


    Lord Augustus. [Placing his hand on his white waistcoat.] Oh, thank you, thank you. You are the most adorable of all ladies!


    Mrs. Erlynne. What a nice speech! So simple and so sincere! Just the sort of speech I like. Well, you shall hold my bouquet. [Goes towards ball-room on Lord Windermere’s arm.] Ah, Mr. Dumby, how are you? I am so sorry I have been out the last three times you have called. Come and lunch on Friday.


    Dumby. [With perfect nonchalance.] Delighted!


    [Lady Plymdale glares with indignation at Mr. Dumby. Lord Augustus follows Mrs. Erlynne and Lord Windermere into the ball-room holding bouquet.]


    Lady Plymdale. [To Mr. Dumby.] What an absolute brute you are! I never can believe a word you say! Why did you tell me you didn’t know her? What do you mean by calling on her three times running? You are not to go to lunch there; of course you understand that?


    Dumby. My dear Laura, I wouldn’t dream of going!


    Lady Plymdale. You haven’t told me her name yet! Who is she?


    Dumby. [Coughs slightly and smooths his hair.] She’s a Mrs. Erlynne.


    Lady Plymdale. That woman!


    Dumby. Yes; that is what every one calls her.


    Lady Plymdale. How very interesting! How intensely interesting! I really must have a good stare at her. [Goes to door of ball-room and looks in.] I have heard the most shocking things about her. They say she is ruining poor Windermere. And Lady Windermere, who goes in for being so proper, invites her! How extremely amusing! It takes a thoroughly good woman to do a thoroughly stupid thing. You are to lunch there on Friday!


    Dumby. Why?


    Lady Plymdale. Because I want you to take my husband with you. He has been so attentive lately, that he has became [become] a perfect nuisance. Now, this woman is just the thing for him. He’ll dance attendance upon her as long as she lets him, and won’t bother me. I assure you, women of that kind are most useful. They form the basis of other people’s marriages.


    Dumby. What a mystery you are!


    Lady Plymdale. [Looking at him.] I wish you were!


    Dumby. I am—to myself. I am the only person in the world I should like to know thoroughly; but I don’t see any chance of it just at present.


    [They pass into the ball-room, and Lady Windermere and Lord Darlington enter from the terrace.]


    Lady Windermere. Yes. Her coming here is monstrous, unbearable. I know now what you meant to-day at tea time. Why didn’t you tell me right out? You should have!


    Lord Darlington. I couldn’t! A man can’t tell these things about another man! But if I had known he was going to make you ask her here to-night, I think I would have told you. That insult, at any rate, you would have been spared.


    Lady Windermere. I did not ask her. He insisted on her coming—against my entreaties—against my commands. Oh! the house is tainted for me! I feel that every woman here sneers at me as she dances by with my husband. What have I done to deserve this? I gave him all my life. He took it—used it—spoiled it! I am degraded in my own eyes; and I lack courage—I am a coward! [Sits down on sofa.]


    Lord Darlington. If I know you at all, I know that you can’t live with a man who treats you like this! What sort of life would you have with him? You would feel that he was lying to you every moment of the day. You would feel that the look in his eyes was false, his voice false, his touch false, his passion false. He would come to you when he was weary of others; you would have to comfort him. He would come to you when he was devoted to others; you would have to charm him. You would have to be to him the mask of his real life, the cloak to hide his secret.


    Lady Windermere. You are right—you are terribly right. But where am I to turn? You said you would be my friend, Lord Darlington.—Tell me, what am I to do? Be my friend now.


    Lord Darlington. Between men and women there is no friendship possible. There is passion, enmity, worship, love, but no friendship. I love you——


    Lady Windermere. No, no! [Rises.]


    Lord Darlington. Yes, I love you! You are more to me than anything in the whole world. What does your husband give you? Nothing. Whatever is in him he gives to this wretched woman, whom he has thrust into your society, into your home, to shame you before every one. I offer you my life——


    Lady Windermere. Lord Darlington!


    Lord Darlington. My life—my whole life. Take it, and do with it what you will…. I love you—love you as I have never loved any living thing. From the moment I met you I loved you, loved you blindly, adoringly, madly! You did not know it then—you know it now! Leave this house to-night. I won’t tell you that the world matters nothing, or the world’s voice, or the voice of society. They matter a great deal. They matter far too much. But there are moments when one has to choose between living one’s own life, fully, entirely, completely—or dragging out some false, shallow, degrading existence that the world in its hypocrisy demands. You have that moment now. Choose! Oh, my love, choose.


    Lady Windermere. [Moving slowly away from him, and looking at him with startled eyes.] I have not the courage.


    Lord Darlington. [Following her.] Yes; you have the courage. There may be six months of pain, of disgrace even, but when you no longer bear his name, when you bear mine, all will be well. Margaret, my love, my wife that shall be some day—yes, my wife! You know it! What are you now? This woman has the place that belongs by right to you. Oh! go—go out of this house, with head erect, with a smile upon your lips, with courage in your eyes. All London will know why you did it; and who will blame you? No one. If they do, what matter? Wrong? What is wrong? It’s wrong for a man to abandon his wife for a shameless woman. It is wrong for a wife to remain with a man who so dishonours her. You said once you would make no compromise with things. Make none now. Be brave! Be yourself!


    Lady Windermere. I am afraid of being myself. Let me think! Let me wait! My husband may return to me. [Sits down on sofa.]


    Lord Darlington. And you would take him back! You are not what I thought you were. You are just the same as every other woman. You would stand anything rather than face the censure of a world, whose praise you would despise. In a week you will be driving with this woman in the Park. She will be your constant guest—your dearest friend. You would endure anything rather than break with one blow this monstrous tie. You are right. You have no courage; none!


    Lady Windermere. Ah, give me time to think. I cannot answer you now. [Passes her hand nervously over her brow.]


    Lord Darlington. It must be now or not at all.


    Lady Windermere. [Rising from the sofa.] Then, not at all! [A pause.]


    Lord Darlington. You break my heart!


    Lady Windermere. Mine is already broken. [A pause.]


    Lord Darlington. To-morrow I leave England. This is the last time I shall ever look on you. You will never see me again. For one moment our lives met—our souls touched. They must never meet or touch again. Good-bye, Margaret. [Exit.]


    Lady Windermere. How alone I am in life! How terribly alone!


    [The music stops. Enter the Duchess of Berwick and Lord Paisley laughing and talking. Other guests come on from ball-room.]


    Duchess of Berwick. Dear Margaret, I’ve just been having such a delightful chat with Mrs. Erlynne. I am so sorry for what I said to you this afternoon about her. Of course, she must be all right if you invite her. A most attractive woman, and has such sensible views on life. Told me she entirely disapproved of people marrying more than once, so I feel quite safe about poor Augustus. Can’t imagine why people speak against her. It’s those horrid nieces of mine—the Saville girls—they’re always talking scandal. Still, I should go to Homburg, dear, I really should. She is just a little too attractive. But where is Agatha? Oh, there she is! [Lady Agatha and Mr. Hopper enter from terrace L.U.E.] Mr. Hopper, I am very, very angry with you. You have taken Agatha out on the terrace, and she is so delicate.


    Hopper. [L.C.] Awfully sorry, Duchess. We went out for a moment and then got chatting together.


    Duchess of Berwick. [C.] Ah, about dear Australia, I suppose?


    Hopper. Yes!


    Duchess of Berwick. Agatha, darling! [Beckons her over.]


    Lady Agatha. Yes, mamma!


    Duchess of Berwick. [Aside.] Did Mr. Hopper definitely——


    Lady Agatha. Yes, mamma.


    Duchess of Berwick. And what answer did you give him, dear child?


    Lady Agatha. Yes, mamma.


    Duchess of Berwick. [Affectionately.] My dear one! You always say the right thing. Mr. Hopper! James! Agatha has told me everything. How cleverly you have both kept your secret.


    Hopper. You don’t mind my taking Agatha off to Australia, then, Duchess?


    Duchess of Berwick. [Indignantly.] To Australia? Oh, don’t mention that dreadful vulgar place.


    Hopper. But she said she’d like to come with me.


    Duchess of Berwick. [Severely.] Did you say that, Agatha?


    Lady Agatha. Yes, mamma.


    Duchess of Berwick. Agatha, you say the most silly things possible. I think on the whole that Grosvenor Square would be a more healthy place to reside in. There are lots of vulgar people live in Grosvenor Square, but at any rate there are no horrid kangaroos crawling about. But we’ll talk about that to-morrow. James, you can take Agatha down. You’ll come to lunch, of course, James. At half-past one, instead of two. The Duke will wish to say a few words to you, I am sure.


    Hopper. I should like to have a chat with the Duke, Duchess. He has not said a single word to me yet.


    Duchess of Berwick. I think you’ll find he will have a great deal to say to you to-morrow. [Exit Lady Agatha with Mr. Hopper.] And now good-night, Margaret. I’m afraid it’s the old, old story, dear. Love—well, not love at first sight, but love at the end of the season, which is so much more satisfactory.


    Lady Windermere. Good-night, Duchess.


    [Exit the Duchess of Berwick on Lord Paisley’s arm.]


    Lady Plymdale. My dear Margaret, what a handsome woman your husband has been dancing with! I should be quite jealous if I were you! Is she a great friend of yours?


    Lady Windermere. No!


    Lady Plymdale. Really? Good-night, dear. [Looks at Mr. Dumby and exit.]


    Dumby. Awful manners young Hopper has!


    Cecil Graham. Ah! Hopper is one of Nature’s gentlemen, the worst type of gentleman I know.


    Dumby. Sensible woman, Lady Windermere. Lots of wives would have objected to Mrs. Erlynne coming. But Lady Windermere has that uncommon thing called common sense.


    Cecil Graham. And Windermere knows that nothing looks so like innocence as an indiscretion.


    Dumby. Yes; dear Windermere is becoming almost modern. Never thought he would. [Bows to Lady Windermere and exit.]


    Lady Jedburgh. Good night, Lady Windermere. What a fascinating woman Mrs. Erlynne is! She is coming to lunch on Thursday, won’t you come too? I expect the Bishop and dear Lady Merton.


    Lady Windermere. I am afraid I am engaged, Lady Jedburgh.


    Lady Jedburgh. So sorry. Come, dear. [Exeunt Lady Jedburgh and Miss Graham.]


    [Enter Mrs. Erlynne and Lord Windermere.]


    Mrs. Erlynne. Charming ball it has been! Quite reminds me of old days. [Sits on sofa.] And I see that there are just as many fools in society as there used to be. So pleased to find that nothing has altered! Except Margaret. She’s grown quite pretty. The last time I saw her—twenty years ago, she was a fright in flannel. Positive fright, I assure you. The dear Duchess! and that sweet Lady Agatha! Just the type of girl I like! Well, really, Windermere, if I am to be the Duchess’s sister-in-law——


    Lord Windermere. [Sitting L. of her.] But are you——?


    [Exit Mr. Cecil Graham with rest of guests. Lady Windermere watches, with a look of scorn and pain, Mrs. Erlynne and her husband. They are unconscious of her presence.]


    Mrs. Erlynne. Oh, yes! He’s to call to-morrow at twelve o’clock! He wanted to propose to-night. In fact he did. He kept on proposing. Poor Augustus, you know how he repeats himself. Such a bad habit! But I told him I wouldn’t give him an answer till to-morrow. Of course I am going to take him. And I dare say I’ll make him an admirable wife, as wives go. And there is a great deal of good in Lord Augustus. Fortunately it is all on the surface. Just where good qualities should be. Of course you must help me in this matter.


    Lord Windermere. I am not called on to encourage Lord Augustus, I suppose?


    Mrs. Erlynne. Oh, no! I do the encouraging. But you will make me a handsome settlement, Windermere, won’t you?


    Lord Windermere. [Frowning.] Is that what you want to talk to me about to-night?


    Mrs. Erlynne. Yes.


    Lord Windermere. [With a gesture of impatience.] I will not talk of it here.


    Mrs. Erlynne. [Laughing.] Then we will talk of it on the terrace. Even business should have a picturesque background. Should it not, Windermere? With a proper background women can do anything.


    Lord Windermere. Won’t to-morrow do as well?


    Mrs. Erlynne. No; you see, to-morrow I am going to accept him. And I think it would be a good thing if I was able to tell him that I had—well, what shall I say?—£2000 a year left to me by a third cousin—or a second husband—or some distant relative of that kind. It would be an additional attraction, wouldn’t it? You have a delightful opportunity now of paying me a compliment, Windermere. But you are not very clever at paying compliments. I am afraid Margaret doesn’t encourage you in that excellent habit. It’s a great mistake on her part. When men give up saying what is charming, they give up thinking what is charming. But seriously, what do you say to £2000? £2500, I think. In modern life margin is everything. Windermere, don’t you think the world an intensely amusing place? I do!


    [Exit on terrace with Lord Windermere. Music strikes up in ball-room.]


    Lady Windermere. To stay in this house any longer is impossible. To-night a man who loves me offered me his whole life. I refused it. It was foolish of me. I will offer him mine now. I will give him mine. I will go to him! [Puts on cloak and goes to the door, then turns back. Sits down at table and writes a letter, puts it into an envelope, and leaves it on table.] Arthur has never understood me. When he reads this, he will. He may do as he chooses now with his life. I have done with mine as I think best, as I think right. It is he who has broken the bond of marriage—not I. I only break its bondage. [Exit.]


    [Parker enters L. and crosses towards the ball-room R. Enter Mrs. Erlynne.]


    Mrs. Erlynne. Is Lady Windermere in the ball-room?


    Parker. Her ladyship has just gone out.


    Mrs. Erlynne. Gone out? She’s not on the terrace?


    Parker. No, madam. Her ladyship has just gone out of the house.


    Mrs. Erlynne. [Starts, and looks at the servant with a puzzled expression in her face.] Out of the house?


    Parker. Yes, madam—her ladyship told me she had left a letter for his lordship on the table.


    Mrs. Erlynne. A letter for Lord Windermere?


    Parker. Yes, madam.


    Mrs. Erlynne. Thank you. [Exit Parker. The music in the ball-room stops.] Gone out of her house! A letter addressed to her husband! [Goes over to bureau and looks at letter. Takes it up and lays it down again with a shudder of fear.] No, no! It would be impossible! Life doesn’t repeat its tragedies like that! Oh, why does this horrible fancy come across me? Why do I remember now the one moment of my life I most wish to forget? Does life repeat its tragedies? [Tears letter open and reads it, then sinks down into a chair with a gesture of anguish.] Oh, how terrible! The same words that twenty years ago I wrote to her father! and how bitterly I have been punished for it! No; my punishment, my real punishment is to-night, is now! [Still seated R.]


    [Enter Lord Windermere L.U.E.]


    Lord Windermere. Have you said good-night to my wife? [Comes C.]


    Mrs. Erlynne. [Crushing letter in her hand.] Yes.


    Lord Windermere. Where is she?


    Mrs. Erlynne. She is very tired. She has gone to bed. She said she had a headache.


    Lord Windermere. I must go to her. You’ll excuse me?


    Mrs. Erlynne. [Rising hurriedly.] Oh, no! It’s nothing serious. She’s only very tired, that is all. Besides, there are people still in the supper-room. She wants you to make her apologies to them. She said she didn’t wish to be disturbed. [Drops letter.] She asked me to tell you!


    Lord Windermere. [Picks up letter.] You have dropped something.


    Mrs. Erlynne. Oh yes, thank you, that is mine. [Puts out her hand to take it.]


    Lord Windermere. [Still looking at letter.] But it’s my wife’s handwriting, isn’t it?


    Mrs. Erlynne. [Takes the letter quickly.] Yes, it’s—an address. Will you ask them to call my carriage, please?


    Lord Windermere. Certainly. [Goes L. and Exit.]


    Mrs. Erlynne. Thanks! What can I do? What can I do? I feel a passion awakening within me that I never felt before. What can it mean? The daughter must not be like the mother—that would be terrible. How can I save her? How can I save my child? A moment may ruin a life. Who knows that better than I? Windermere must be got out of the house, that is absolutely necessary. [Goes L.] But how shall I do it? It must be done somehow. Ah!


    [Enter Lord Augustus R.U.E. carrying bouquet.]


    Lord Augustus. Dear lady, I am in such suspense! May I not have an answer to my request?


    Mrs. Erlynne. Lord Augustus, listen to me. You are to take Lord Windermere down to your club at once, and keep him there as long as possible. You understand?


    Lord Augustus. But you said you wished me to keep early hours!


    Mrs. Erlynne. [Nervously.] Do what I tell you. Do what I tell you.


    Lord Augustus. And my reward?


    Mrs. Erlynne. Your reward? Your reward? Oh! ask me that to-morrow. But don’t let Windermere out of your sight to-night. If you do I will never forgive you. I will never speak to you again. I’ll have nothing to do with you. Remember you are to keep Windermere at your club, and don’t let him come back to-night.


    [Exit L.]


    Lord Augustus. Well, really, I might be her husband already. Positively I might. [Follows her in a bewildered manner.]


    Act Drop.


     

      


    Third Act.


    Scene—Lord Darlington’s Rooms. A large sofa is in front of fireplace R. At the back of the stage a curtain is drawn across the window. Doors L. and R. Table R. with writing materials. Table C. with syphons, glasses, and Tantalus frame. Table L. with cigar and cigarette box. Lamps lit.


    Lady Windermere. [Standing by the fireplace.] Why doesn’t he come? This waiting is horrible. He should be here. Why is he not here, to wake by passionate words some fire within me? I am cold—cold as a loveless thing. Arthur must have read my letter by this time. If he cared for me, he would have come after me, would have taken me back by force. But he doesn’t care. He’s entrammelled by this woman—fascinated by her—dominated by her. If a woman wants to hold a man, she has merely to appeal to what is worst in him. We make gods of men and they leave us. Others make brutes of them and they fawn and are faithful. How hideous life is! … Oh! it was mad of me to come here, horribly mad. And yet, which is the worst, I wonder, to be at the mercy of a man who loves one, or the wife of a man who in one’s own house dishonours one? What woman knows? What woman in the whole world? But will he love me always, this man to whom I am giving my life? What do I bring him? Lips that have lost the note of joy, eyes that are blinded by tears, chill hands and icy heart. I bring him nothing. I must go back—no; I can’t go back, my letter has put me in their power—Arthur would not take me back! That fatal letter! No! Lord Darlington leaves England to-morrow. I will go with him—I have no choice. [Sits down for a few moments. Then starts up and puts on her cloak.] No, no! I will go back, let Arthur do with me what he pleases. I can’t wait here. It has been madness my coming. I must go at once. As for Lord Darlington—Oh! here he is! What shall I do? What can I say to him? Will he let me go away at all? I have heard that men are brutal, horrible … Oh! [Hides her face in her hands.]


    [Enter Mrs. Erlynne L.]


    Mrs. Erlynne. Lady Windermere! [Lady Windermere starts and looks up. Then recoils in contempt.] Thank Heaven I am in time. You must go back to your husband’s house immediately.


    Lady Windermere. Must?


    Mrs. Erlynne. [Authoritatively.] Yes, you must! There is not a second to be lost. Lord Darlington may return at any moment.


    Lady Windermere. Don’t come near me!


    Mrs. Erlynne. Oh! You are on the brink of ruin, you are on the brink of a hideous precipice. You must leave this place at once, my carriage is waiting at the corner of the street. You must come with me and drive straight home.


    [Lady Windermere throws off her cloak and flings it on the sofa.]


    What are you doing?


    Lady Windermere. Mrs. Erlynne—if you had not come here, I would have gone back. But now that I see you, I feel that nothing in the whole world would induce me to live under the same roof as Lord Windermere. You fill me with horror. There is something about you that stirs the wildest—rage within me. And I know why you are here. My husband sent you to lure me back that I might serve as a blind to whatever relations exist between you and him.


    Mrs. Erlynne. Oh! You don’t think that—you can’t.


    Lady Windermere. Go back to my husband, Mrs. Erlynne. He belongs to you and not to me. I suppose he is afraid of a scandal. Men are such cowards. They outrage every law of the world, and are afraid of the world’s tongue. But he had better prepare himself. He shall have a scandal. He shall have the worst scandal there has been in London for years. He shall see his name in every vile paper, mine on every hideous placard.


    Mrs. Erlynne. No—no——


    Lady Windermere. Yes! he shall. Had he come himself, I admit I would have gone back to the life of degradation you and he had prepared for me—I was going back—but to stay himself at home, and to send you as his messenger—oh! it was infamous—infamous.


    Mrs. Erlynne. [C.] Lady Windermere, you wrong me horribly—you wrong your husband horribly. He doesn’t know you are here—he thinks you are safe in your own house. He thinks you are asleep in your own room. He never read the mad letter you wrote to him!


    Lady Windermere. [R.] Never read it!


    Mrs. Erlynne. No—he knows nothing about it.


    Lady Windermere. How simple you think me! [Going to her.] You are lying to me!


    Mrs. Erlynne. [Restraining herself.] I am not. I am telling you the truth.


    Lady Windermere. If my husband didn’t read my letter, how is it that you are here? Who told you I had left the house you were shameless enough to enter? Who told you where I had gone to? My husband told you, and sent you to decoy me back. [Crosses L.]


    Mrs. Erlynne. [R.C.] Your husband has never seen the letter. I—saw it, I opened it. I—read it.


    Lady Windermere. [Turning to her.] You opened a letter of mine to my husband? You wouldn’t dare!


    Mrs. Erlynne. Dare! Oh! to save you from the abyss into which you are falling, there is nothing in the world I would not dare, nothing in the whole world. Here is the letter. Your husband has never read it. He never shall read it. [Going to fireplace.] It should never have been written. [Tears it and throws it into the fire.]


    Lady Windermere. [With infinite contempt in her voice and look.] How do I know that that was my letter after all? You seem to think the commonest device can take me in!


    Mrs. Erlynne. Oh! why do you disbelieve everything I tell you? What object do you think I have in coming here, except to save you from utter ruin, to save you from the consequence of a hideous mistake? That letter that is burnt now was your letter. I swear it to you!


    Lady Windermere. [Slowly.] You took good care to burn it before I had examined it. I cannot trust you. You, whose whole life is a lie, how could you speak the truth about anything? [Sits down.]


    Mrs. Erlynne. [Hurriedly.] Think as you like about me—say what you choose against me, but go back, go back to the husband you love.


    Lady Windermere. [Sullenly.] I do not love him!


    Mrs. Erlynne. You do, and you know that he loves you.


    Lady Windermere. He does not understand what love is. He understands it as little as you do—but I see what you want. It would be a great advantage for you to get me back. Dear Heaven! what a life I would have then! Living at the mercy of a woman who has neither mercy nor pity in her, a woman whom it is an infamy to meet, a degradation to know, a vile woman, a woman who comes between husband and wife!


    Mrs. Erlynne. [With a gesture of despair.] Lady Windermere, Lady Windermere, don’t say such terrible things. You don’t know how terrible they are, how terrible and how unjust. Listen, you must listen! Only go back to your husband, and I promise you never to communicate with him again on any pretext—never to see him—never to have anything to do with his life or yours. The money that he gave me, he gave me not through love, but through hatred, not in worship, but in contempt. The hold I have over him——


    Lady Windermere. [Rising.] Ah! you admit you have a hold!


    Mrs. Erlynne. Yes, and I will tell you what it is. It is his love for you, Lady Windermere.


    Lady Windermere. You expect me to believe that?


    Mrs. Erlynne. You must believe it! It is true. It is his love for you that has made him submit to—oh! call it what you like, tyranny, threats, anything you choose. But it is his love for you. His desire to spare you—shame, yes, shame and disgrace.


    Lady Windermere. What do you mean? You are insolent! What have I to do with you?


    Mrs. Erlynne. [Humbly.] Nothing. I know it—but I tell you that your husband loves you—that you may never meet with such love again in your whole life—that such love you will never meet—and that if you throw it away, the day may come when you will starve for love and it will not be given to you, beg for love and it will be denied you—Oh! Arthur loves you!


    Lady Windermere. Arthur? And you tell me there is nothing between you?


    Mrs. Erlynne. Lady Windermere, before Heaven your husband is guiltless of all offence towards you! And I—I tell you that had it ever occurred to me that such a monstrous suspicion would have entered your mind, I would have died rather than have crossed your life or his—oh! died, gladly died! [Moves away to sofa R.]


    Lady Windermere. You talk as if you had a heart. Women like you have no hearts. Heart is not in you. You are bought and sold. [Sits L.C.]


    Mrs. Erlynne. [Starts, with a gesture of pain. Then restrains herself, and comes over to where Lady Windermere is sitting. As she speaks, she stretches out her hands towards her, but does not dare to touch her.] Believe what you choose about me. I am not worth a moment’s sorrow. But don’t spoil your beautiful young life on my account! You don’t know what may be in store for you, unless you leave this house at once. You don’t know what it is to fall into the pit, to be despised, mocked, abandoned, sneered at—to be an outcast! to find the door shut against one, to have to creep in by hideous byways, afraid every moment lest the mask should be stripped from one’s face, and all the while to hear the laughter, the horrible laughter of the world, a thing more tragic than all the tears the world has ever shed. You don’t know what it is. One pays for one’s sin, and then one pays again, and all one’s life one pays. You must never know that.—As for me, if suffering be an expiation, then at this moment I have expiated all my faults, whatever they have been; for to-night you have made a heart in one who had it not, made it and broken it.—But let that pass. I may have wrecked my own life, but I will not let you wreck yours. You—why, you are a mere girl, you would be lost. You haven’t got the kind of brains that enables a woman to get back. You have neither the wit nor the courage. You couldn’t stand dishonour! No! Go back, Lady Windermere, to the husband who loves you, whom you love. You have a child, Lady Windermere. Go back to that child who even now, in pain or in joy, may be calling to you. [Lady Windermere rises.] God gave you that child. He will require from you that you make his life fine, that you watch over him. What answer will you make to God if his life is ruined through you? Back to your house, Lady Windermere—your husband loves you! He has never swerved for a moment from the love he bears you. But even if he had a thousand loves, you must stay with your child. If he was harsh to you, you must stay with your child. If he ill-treated you, you must stay with your child. If he abandoned you, your place is with your child.


    [Lady Windermere bursts into tears and buries her face in her hands.]


    [Rushing to her.] Lady Windermere!


    Lady Windermere. [Holding out her hands to her, helplessly, as a child might do.] Take me home. Take me home.


    Mrs. Erlynne. [Is about to embrace her. Then restrains herself. There is a look of wonderful joy in her face.] Come! Where is your cloak? [Getting it from sofa.] Here. Put it on. Come at once!


    [They go to the door.]


    Lady Windermere. Stop! Don’t you hear voices?


    Mrs. Erlynne. No, no! There is no one!


    Lady Windermere. Yes, there is! Listen! Oh! that is my husband’s voice! He is coming in! Save me! Oh, it’s some plot! You have sent for him.


    [Voices outside.]


    Mrs. Erlynne. Silence! I’m here to save you, if I can. But I fear it is too late! There! [Points to the curtain across the window.] The first chance you have, slip out, if you ever get a chance!


    Lady Windermere. But you?


    Mrs. Erlynne. Oh! never mind me. I’ll face them.


    [Lady Windermere hides herself behind the curtain.]


    Lord Augustus. [Outside.] Nonsense, dear Windermere, you must not leave me!


    Mrs. Erlynne. Lord Augustus! Then it is I who am lost! [Hesitates for a moment, then looks round and sees door R., and exit through it.]


    [Enter Lord Darlington, Mr. Dumby, Lord Windermere, Lord Augustus Lorton, and Mr. Cecil Graham.[]]


    Dumby. What a nuisance their turning us out of the club at this hour! It’s only two o’clock. [Sinks into a chair.] The lively part of the evening is only just beginning. [Yawns and closes his eyes.]


    Lord Windermere. It is very good of you, Lord Darlington, allowing Augustus to force our company on you, but I’m afraid I can’t stay long.


    Lord Darlington. Really! I am so sorry! You’ll take a cigar, won’t you?


    Lord Windermere. Thanks! [Sits down.]


    Lord Augustus. [To Lord Windermere.] My dear boy, you must not dream of going. I have a great deal to talk to you about, of demmed importance, too. [Sits down with him at L. table.]


    Cecil Graham. Oh! We all know what that is! Tuppy can’t talk about anything but Mrs. Erlynne.


    Lord Windermere. Well, that is no business of yours, is it, Cecil?


    Cecil Graham. None! That is why it interests me. My own business always bores me to death. I prefer other people’s.


    Lord Darlington. Have something to drink, you fellows. Cecil, you’ll have a whisky and soda?


    Cecil Graham. Thanks. [Goes to table with Lord Darlington.] Mrs. Erlynne looked very handsome to-night, didn’t she?


    Lord Darlington. I am not one of her admirers.


    Cecil Graham. I usen’t to be, but I am now. Why! she actually made me introduce her to poor dear Aunt Caroline. I believe she is going to lunch there.


    Lord Darlington. [In surprise.] No?


    Cecil Graham. She is, really.


    Lord Darlington. Excuse me, you fellows. I’m going away to-morrow. And I have to write a few letters. [Goes to writing table and sits down.]


    Dumby. Clever woman, Mrs. Erlynne.


    Cecil Graham. Hallo, Dumby! I thought you were asleep.


    Dumby. I am, I usually am!


    Lord Augustus. A very clever woman. Knows perfectly well what a demmed fool I am—knows it as well as I do myself.


    [Cecil Graham comes towards him laughing.]


    Ah, you may laugh, my boy, but it is a great thing to come across a woman who thoroughly understands one.


    Dumby. It is an awfully dangerous thing. They always end by marrying one.


    Cecil Graham. But I thought, Tuppy, you were never going to see her again! Yes! you told me so yesterday evening at the club. You said you’d heard——


    [Whispering to him.]


    Lord Augustus. Oh, she’s explained that.


    Cecil Graham. And the Wiesbaden affair?


    Lord Augustus. She’s explained that too.


    Dumby. And her income, Tuppy? Has she explained that?


    Lord Augustus. [In a very serious voice.] She’s going to explain that to-morrow.


    [Cecil Graham goes back to C. table.]


    Dumby. Awfully commercial, women nowadays. Our grandmothers threw their caps over the mills, of course, but, by Jove, their granddaughters only throw their caps over mills that can raise the wind for them.


    Lord Augustus. You want to make her out a wicked woman. She is not!


    Cecil Graham. Oh! Wicked women bother one. Good women bore one. That is the only difference between them.


    Lord Augustus. [Puffing a cigar.] Mrs. Erlynne has a future before her.


    Dumby. Mrs. Erlynne has a past before her.


    Lord Augustus. I prefer women with a past. They’re always so demmed amusing to talk to.


    Cecil Graham. Well, you’ll have lots of topics of conversation with her, Tuppy. [Rising and going to him.]


    Lord Augustus. You’re getting annoying, dear boy; you’re getting demmed annoying.


    Cecil Graham. [Puts his hands on his shoulders.] Now, Tuppy, you’ve lost your figure and you’ve lost your character. Don’t lose your temper; you have only got one.


    Lord Augustus. My dear boy, if I wasn’t the most good-natured man in London——


    Cecil Graham. We’d treat you with more respect, wouldn’t we, Tuppy? [Strolls away.]


    Dumby. The youth of the present day are quite monstrous. They have absolutely no respect for dyed hair. [Lord Augustus looks round angrily.]


    Cecil Graham. Mrs. Erlynne has a very great respect for dear Tuppy.


    Dumby. Then Mrs. Erlynne sets an admirable example to the rest of her sex. It is perfectly brutal the way most women nowadays behave to men who are not their husbands.


    Lord Windermere. Dumby, you are ridiculous, and Cecil, you let your tongue run away with you. You must leave Mrs. Erlynne alone. You don’t really know anything about her, and you’re always talking scandal against her.


    Cecil Graham. [Coming towards him L.C.] My dear Arthur, I never talk scandal. I only talk gossip.


    Lord Windermere. What is the difference between scandal and gossip?


    Cecil Graham. Oh! gossip is charming! History is merely gossip. But scandal is gossip made tedious by morality. Now, I never moralise. A man who moralises is usually a hypocrite, and a woman who moralises is invariably plain. There is nothing in the whole world so unbecoming to a woman as a Nonconformist conscience. And most women know it, I’m glad to say.


    Lord Augustus. Just my sentiments, dear boy, just my sentiments.


    Cecil Graham. Sorry to hear it, Tuppy; whenever people agree with me, I always feel I must be wrong.


    Lord Augustus. My dear boy, when I was your age——


    Cecil Graham. But you never were, Tuppy, and you never will be. [Goes up C.] I say, Darlington, let us have some cards. You’ll play, Arthur, won’t you?


    Lord Windermere. No, thanks, Cecil.


    Dumby. [With a sigh.] Good heavens! how marriage ruins a man! It’s as demoralising as cigarettes, and far more expensive.


    Cecil Graham. You’ll play, of course, Tuppy?


    Lord Augustus. [Pouring himself out a brandy and soda at table.] Can’t, dear boy. Promised Mrs. Erlynne never to play or drink again.


    Cecil Graham. Now, my dear Tuppy, don’t be led astray into the paths of virtue. Reformed, you would be perfectly tedious. That is the worst of women. They always want one to be good. And if we are good, when they meet us, they don’t love us at all. They like to find us quite irretrievably bad, and to leave us quite unattractively good.


    Lord Darlington. [Rising from R. table, where he has been writing letters.] They always do find us bad!


    Dumby. I don’t think we are bad. I think we are all good, except Tuppy.


    Lord Darlington. No, we are all in the gutter, but some of us are looking at the stars. [Sits down at C. table.]


    Dumby. We are all in the gutter, but some of us are looking at the stars? Upon my word, you are very romantic to-night, Darlington.


    Cecil Graham. Too romantic! You must be in love. Who is the girl?


    Lord Darlington. The woman I love is not free, or thinks she isn’t. [Glances instinctively at Lord Windermere while he speaks.]


    Cecil Graham. A married woman, then! Well, there’s nothing in the world like the devotion of a married woman. It’s a thing no married man knows anything about.


    Lord Darlington. Oh! she doesn’t love me. She is a good woman. She is the only good woman I have ever met in my life.


    Cecil Graham. The only good woman you have ever met in your life?


    Lord Darlington. Yes!


    Cecil Graham. [Lighting a cigarette.] Well, you are a lucky fellow! Why, I have met hundreds of good women. I never seem to meet any but good women. The world is perfectly packed with good women. To know them is a middle-class education.


    Lord Darlington. This woman has purity and innocence. She has everything we men have lost.


    Cecil Graham. My dear fellow, what on earth should we men do going about with purity and innocence? A carefully thought-out buttonhole is much more effective.


    Dumby. She doesn’t really love you then?


    Lord Darlington. No, she does not!


    Dumby. I congratulate you, my dear fellow. In this world there are only two tragedies. One is not getting what one wants, and the other is getting it. The last is much the worst; the last is a real tragedy! But I am interested to hear she does not love you. How long could you love a woman who didn’t love you, Cecil?


    Cecil Graham. A woman who didn’t love me? Oh, all my life!


    Dumby. So could I. But it’s so difficult to meet one.


    Lord Darlington. How can you be so conceited, Dumby?


    Dumby. I didn’t say it as a matter of conceit. I said it as a matter of regret. I have been wildly, madly adored. I am sorry I have. It has been an immense nuisance. I should like to be allowed a little time to myself now and then.


    Lord Augustus. [Looking round.] Time to educate yourself, I suppose.


    Dumby. No, time to forget all I have learned. That is much more important, dear Tuppy. [Lord Augustus moves uneasily in his chair.]


    Lord Darlington. What cynics you fellows are!


    Cecil Graham. What is a cynic? [Sitting on the back of the sofa.]


    Lord Darlington. A man who knows the price of everything and the value of nothing.


    Cecil Graham. And a sentimentalist, my dear Darlington, is a man who sees an absurd value in everything, and doesn’t know the market price of any single thing.


    Lord Darlington. You always amuse me, Cecil. You talk as if you were a man of experience.


    Cecil Graham. I am. [Moves up to front of fireplace.]


    Lord Darlington. You are far too young!


    Cecil Graham. That is a great error. Experience is a question of instinct about life. I have got it. Tuppy hasn’t. Experience is the name Tuppy gives to his mistakes. That is all. [Lord Augustus looks round indignantly.]


    Dumby. Experience is the name every one gives to their mistakes.


    Cecil Graham. [Standing with his back to the fireplace.] One shouldn’t commit any. [Sees Lady Windermere’s fan on sofa.]


    Dumby. Life would be very dull without them.


    Cecil Graham. Of course you are quite faithful to this woman you are in love with, Darlington, to this good woman?


    Lord Darlington. Cecil, if one really loves a woman, all other women in the world become absolutely meaningless to one. Love changes one—I am changed.


    Cecil Graham. Dear me! How very interesting! Tuppy, I want to talk to you. [Lord Augustus takes no notice.]


    Dumby. It’s no use talking to Tuppy. You might just as well talk to a brick wall.


    Cecil Graham. But I like talking to a brick wall—it’s the only thing in the world that never contradicts me! Tuppy!


    Lord Augustus. Well, what is it? What is it? [Rising and going over to Cecil Graham.]


    Cecil Graham. Come over here. I want you particularly. [Aside.] Darlington has been moralising and talking about the purity of love, and that sort of thing, and he has got some woman in his rooms all the time.


    Lord Augustus. No, really! really!


    Cecil Graham. [In a low voice.] Yes, here is her fan. [Points to the fan.]


    Lord Augustus. [Chuckling.] By Jove! By Jove!


    Lord Windermere. [Up by door.] I am really off now, Lord Darlington. I am sorry you are leaving England so soon. Pray call on us when you come back! My wife and I will be charmed to see you!


    Lord Darlington. [Up stage with Lord Windermere.] I am afraid I shall be away for many years. Good-night!


    Cecil Graham. Arthur!


    Lord Windermere. What?


    Cecil Graham. I want to speak to you for a moment. No, do come!


    Lord Windermere. [Putting on his coat.] I can’t—I’m off!


    Cecil Graham. It is something very particular. It will interest you enormously.


    Lord Windermere. [Smiling.] It is some of your nonsense, Cecil.


    Cecil Graham. It isn’t! It isn’t really.


    Lord Augustus. [Going to him.] My dear fellow, you mustn’t go yet. I have a lot to talk to you about. And Cecil has something to show you.


    Lord Windermere. [Walking over.] Well, what is it?


    Cecil Graham. Darlington has got a woman here in his rooms. Here is her fan. Amusing, isn’t it? [A pause.]


    Lord Windermere. Good God! [Seizes the fan—Dumby rises.]


    Cecil Graham. What is the matter?


    Lord Windermere. Lord Darlington!


    Lord Darlington. [Turning round.] Yes!


    Lord Windermere. What is my wife’s fan doing here in your rooms? Hands off, Cecil. Don’t touch me.


    Lord Darlington. Your wife’s fan?


    Lord Windermere. Yes, here it is!


    Lord Darlington. [Walking towards him.] I don’t know!


    Lord Windermere. You must know. I demand an explanation. Don’t hold me, you fool. [To Cecil Graham.]


    Lord Darlington. [Aside.] She is here after all!


    Lord Windermere. Speak, sir! Why is my wife’s fan here? Answer me! By God! I’ll search your rooms, and if my wife’s here, I’ll—— [Moves.]


    Lord Darlington. You shall not search my rooms. You have no right to do so. I forbid you!


    Lord Windermere. You scoundrel! I’ll not leave your room till I have searched every corner of it! What moves behind that curtain? [Rushes towards the curtain C.]


    Mrs. Erlynne. [Enters behind R.] Lord Windermere!


    Lord Windermere. Mrs. Erlynne!


    [Every one starts and turns round. Lady Windermere slips out from behind the curtain and glides from the room L.]


    Mrs. Erlynne. I am afraid I took your wife’s fan in mistake for my own, when I was leaving your house to-night. I am so sorry. [Takes fan from him. Lord Windermere looks at her in contempt. Lord Darlington in mingled astonishment and anger. Lord Augustus turns away. The other men smile at each other.]


    Act Drop.


     

      


    Fourth Act.


    Scene—Same as in Act I.


    Lady Windermere. [Lying on sofa.] How can I tell him? I can’t tell him. It would kill me. I wonder what happened after I escaped from that horrible room. Perhaps she told them the true reason of her being there, and the real meaning of that—fatal fan of mine. Oh, if he knows—how can I look him in the face again? He would never forgive me. [Touches bell.] How securely one thinks one lives—out of reach of temptation, sin, folly. And then suddenly—Oh! Life is terrible. It rules us, we do not rule it.


    [Enter Rosalie R.]


    Rosalie. Did your ladyship ring for me?


    Lady Windermere. Yes. Have you found out at what time Lord Windermere came in last night?


    Rosalie. His lordship did not come in till five o’clock.


    Lady Windermere. Five o’clock? He knocked at my door this morning, didn’t he?


    Rosalie. Yes, my lady—at half-past nine. I told him your ladyship was not awake yet.


    Lady Windermere. Did he say anything?


    Rosalie. Something about your ladyship’s fan. I didn’t quite catch what his lordship said. Has the fan been lost, my lady? I can’t find it, and Parker says it was not left in any of the rooms. He has looked in all of them and on the terrace as well.


    Lady Windermere. It doesn’t matter. Tell Parker not to trouble. That will do.


    [Exit Rosalie.]


    Lady Windermere. [Rising.] She is sure to tell him. I can fancy a person doing a wonderful act of self-sacrifice, doing it spontaneously, recklessly, nobly—and afterwards finding out that it costs too much. Why should she hesitate between her ruin and mine? … How strange! I would have publicly disgraced her in my own house. She accepts public disgrace in the house of another to save me…. There is a bitter irony in things, a bitter irony in the way we talk of good and bad women…. Oh, what a lesson! and what a pity that in life we only get our lessons when they are of no use to us! For even if she doesn’t tell, I must. Oh! the shame of it, the shame of it. To tell it is to live through it all again. Actions are the first tragedy in life, words are the second. Words are perhaps the worst. Words are merciless…. Oh! [Starts as Lord Windermere enters.]


    Lord Windermere. [Kisses her.] Margaret—how pale you look!


    Lady Windermere. I slept very badly.


    Lord Windermere. [Sitting on sofa with her.] I am so sorry. I came in dreadfully late, and didn’t like to wake you. You are crying, dear.


    Lady Windermere. Yes, I am crying, for I have something to tell you, Arthur.


    Lord Windermere. My dear child, you are not well. You’ve been doing too much. Let us go away to the country. You’ll be all right at Selby. The season is almost over. There is no use staying on. Poor darling! We’ll go away to-day, if you like. [Rises.] We can easily catch the 3.40. I’ll send a wire to Fannen. [Crosses and sits down at table to write a telegram.]


    Lady Windermere. Yes; let us go away to-day. No; I can’t go to-day, Arthur. There is some one I must see before I leave town—some one who has been kind to me.


    Lord Windermere. [Rising and leaning over sofa.] Kind to you?


    Lady Windermere. Far more than that. [Rises and goes to him.] I will tell you, Arthur, but only love me, love me as you used to love me.


    Lord Windermere. Used to? You are not thinking of that wretched woman who came here last night? [Coming round and sitting R. of her.] You don’t still imagine—no, you couldn’t.


    Lady Windermere. I don’t. I know now I was wrong and foolish.


    Lord Windermere. It was very good of you to receive her last night—but you are never to see her again.


    Lady Windermere. Why do you say that? [A pause.]


    Lord Windermere. [Holding her hand.] Margaret, I thought Mrs. Erlynne was a woman more sinned against than sinning, as the phrase goes. I thought she wanted to be good, to get back into a place that she had lost by a moment’s folly, to lead again a decent life. I believed what she told me—I was mistaken in her. She is bad—as bad as a woman can be.


    Lady Windermere. Arthur, Arthur, don’t talk so bitterly about any woman. I don’t think now that people can be divided into the good and the bad as though they were two separate races or creations. What are called good women may have terrible things in them, mad moods of recklessness, assertion, jealousy, sin. Bad women, as they are termed, may have in them sorrow, repentance, pity, sacrifice. And I don’t think Mrs. Erlynne a bad woman—I know she’s not.


    Lord Windermere. My dear child, the woman’s impossible. No matter what harm she tries to do us, you must never see her again. She is inadmissible anywhere.


    Lady Windermere. But I want to see her. I want her to come here.


    Lord Windermere. Never!


    Lady Windermere. She came here once as your guest. She must come now as mine. That is but fair.


    Lord Windermere. She should never have come here.


    Lady Windermere. [Rising.] It is too late, Arthur, to say that now. [Moves away.]


    Lord Windermere. [Rising.] Margaret, if you knew where Mrs. Erlynne went last night, after she left this house, you would not sit in the same room with her. It was absolutely shameless, the whole thing.


    Lady Windermere. Arthur, I can’t bear it any longer. I must tell you. Last night——


    [Enter Parker with a tray on which lie Lady Windermere’s fan and a card.]


    Parker. Mrs. Erlynne has called to return your ladyship’s fan which she took away by mistake last night. Mrs. Erlynne has written a message on the card.


    Lady Windermere. Oh, ask Mrs. Erlynne to be kind enough to come up. [Reads card.] Say I shall be very glad to see her. [Exit Parker.] She wants to see me, Arthur.


    Lord Windermere. [Takes card and looks at it.] Margaret, I beg you not to. Let me see her first, at any rate. She’s a very dangerous woman. She is the most dangerous woman I know. You don’t realise what you’re doing.


    Lady Windermere. It is right that I should see her.


    Lord Windermere. My child, you may be on the brink of a great sorrow. Don’t go to meet it. It is absolutely necessary that I should see her before you do.


    Lady Windermere. Why should it be necessary?


    [Enter Parker.]


    Parker. Mrs. Erlynne.


    [Enter Mrs. Erlynne.]


    [Exit Parker.]


    Mrs. Erlynne. How do you do, Lady Windermere? [To Lord Windermere.] How do you do? Do you know, Lady Windermere, I am so sorry about your fan. I can’t imagine how I made such a silly mistake. Most stupid of me. And as I was driving in your direction, I thought I would take the opportunity of returning your property in person with many apologies for my carelessness, and of bidding you good-bye.


    Lady Windermere. Good-bye? [Moves towards sofa with Mrs. Erlynne and sits down beside her.] Are you going away, then, Mrs. Erlynne?


    Mrs. Erlynne. Yes; I am going to live abroad again. The English climate doesn’t suit me. My—heart is affected here, and that I don’t like. I prefer living in the south. London is too full of fogs and—and serious people, Lord Windermere. Whether the fogs produce the serious people or whether the serious people produce the fogs, I don’t know, but the whole thing rather gets on my nerves, and so I’m leaving this afternoon by the Club Train.


    Lady Windermere. This afternoon? But I wanted so much to come and see you.


    Mrs. Erlynne. How kind of you! But I am afraid I have to go.


    Lady Windermere. Shall I never see you again, Mrs. Erlynne?


    Mrs. Erlynne. I am afraid not. Our lives lie too far apart. But there is a little thing I would like you to do for me. I want a photograph of you, Lady Windermere—would you give me one? You don’t know how gratified I should be.


    Lady Windermere. Oh, with pleasure. There is one on that table. I’ll show it to you. [Goes across to the table.]


    Lord Windermere. [Coming up to Mrs. Erlynne and speaking in a low voice.] It is monstrous your intruding yourself here after your conduct last night.


    Mrs. Erlynne. [With an amused smile.] My dear Windermere, manners before morals!


    Lady Windermere. [Returning.] I’m afraid it is very flattering—I am not so pretty as that. [Showing photograph.]


    Mrs. Erlynne. You are much prettier. But haven’t you got one of yourself with your little boy?


    Lady Windermere. I have. Would you prefer one of those?


    Mrs. Erlynne. Yes.


    Lady Windermere. I’ll go and get it for you, if you’ll excuse me for a moment. I have one upstairs.


    Mrs. Erlynne. So sorry, Lady Windermere, to give you so much trouble.


    Lady Windermere. [Moves to door R.] No trouble at all, Mrs. Erlynne.


    Mrs. Erlynne. Thanks so much. [Exit Lady Windermere R.] You seem rather out of temper this morning, Windermere. Why should you be? Margaret and I get on charmingly together.


    Lord Windermere. I can’t bear to see you with her. Besides, you have not told me the truth, Mrs. Erlynne.


    Mrs. Erlynne. I have not told her the truth, you mean.


    Lord Windermere. [Standing C.] I sometimes wish you had. I should have been spared then the misery, the anxiety, the annoyance of the last six months. But rather than my wife should know—that the mother whom she was taught to consider as dead, the mother whom she has mourned as dead, is living—a divorced woman, going about under an assumed name, a bad woman preying upon life, as I know you now to be—rather than that, I was ready to supply you with money to pay bill after bill, extravagance after extravagance, to risk what occurred yesterday, the first quarrel I have ever had with my wife. You don’t understand what that means to me. How could you? But I tell you that the only bitter words that ever came from those sweet lips of hers were on your account, and I hate to see you next her. You sully the innocence that is in her. [Moves L.C.] And then I used to think that with all your faults you were frank and honest. You are not.


    Mrs. Erlynne. Why do you say that?


    Lord Windermere. You made me get you an invitation to my wife’s ball.


    Mrs. Erlynne. For my daughter’s ball—yes.


    Lord Windermere. You came, and within an hour of your leaving the house you are found in a man’s rooms—you are disgraced before every one. [Goes up stage C.]


    Mrs. Erlynne. Yes.


    Lord Windermere. [Turning round on her.] Therefore I have a right to look upon you as what you are—a worthless, vicious woman. I have the right to tell you never to enter this house, never to attempt to come near my wife——


    Mrs. Erlynne. [Coldly.] My daughter, you mean.


    Lord Windermere. You have no right to claim her as your daughter. You left her, abandoned her when she was but a child in the cradle, abandoned her for your lover, who abandoned you in turn.


    Mrs. Erlynne. [Rising.] Do you count that to his credit, Lord Windermere—or to mine?


    Lord Windermere. To his, now that I know you.


    Mrs. Erlynne. Take care—you had better be careful.


    Lord Windermere. Oh, I am not going to mince words for you. I know you thoroughly.


    Mrs. Erlynne. [Looking steadily at him.] I question that.


    Lord Windermere. I do know you. For twenty years of your life you lived without your child, without a thought of your child. One day you read in the papers that she had married a rich man. You saw your hideous chance. You knew that to spare her the ignominy of learning that a woman like you was her mother, I would endure anything. You began your blackmailing.


    Mrs. Erlynne. [Shrugging her shoulders.] Don’t use ugly words, Windermere. They are vulgar. I saw my chance, it is true, and took it.


    Lord Windermere. Yes, you took it—and spoiled it all last night by being found out.


    Mrs. Erlynne. [With a strange smile.] You are quite right, I spoiled it all last night.


    Lord Windermere. And as for your blunder in taking my wife’s fan from here and then leaving it about in Darlington’s rooms, it is unpardonable. I can’t bear the sight of it now. I shall never let my wife use it again. The thing is soiled for me. You should have kept it and not brought it back.


    Mrs. Erlynne. I think I shall keep it. [Goes up.] It’s extremely pretty. [Takes up fna.] [fan.]] I shall ask Margaret to give it to me.


    Lord Windermere. I hope my wife will give it you.


    Mrs. Erlynne. Oh, I’m sure she will have no objection.


    Lord Windermere. I wish that at the same time she would give you a miniature she kisses every night before she prays—It’s the miniature of a young innocent-looking girl with beautiful dark hair.


    Mrs. Erlynne. Ah, yes, I remember. How long ago that seems! [Goes to sofa and sits down.] It was done before I was married. Dark hair and an innocent expression were the fashion then, Windermere! [A pause.]


    Lord Windermere. What do you mean by coming here this morning? What is your object? [Crossing L.C. and sitting.]


    Mrs. Erlynne. [With a note of irony in her voice.] To bid good-bye to my dear daughter, of course. [Lord Windermere bites his under lip in anger. Mrs. Erlynne looks at him, and her voice and manner become serious. In her accents as she talks there is a note of deep tragedy. For a moment she reveals herself.] Oh, don’t imagine I am going to have a pathetic scene with her, weep on her neck and tell her who I am, and all that kind of thing. I have no ambition to play the part of a mother. Only once in my life have I known a mother’s feelings. That was last night. They were terrible—they made me suffer—they made me suffer too much. For twenty years, as you say, I have lived childless,—I want to live childless still. [Hiding her feelings with a trivial laugh.] Besides, my dear Windermere, how on earth could I pose as a mother with a grown-up daughter? Margaret is twenty-one, and I have never admitted that I am more than twenty-nine, or thirty at the most. Twenty-nine when there are pink shades, thirty when there are not. So you see what difficulties it would involve. No, as far as I am concerned, let your wife cherish the memory of this dead, stainless mother. Why should I interfere with her illusions? I find it hard enough to keep my own. I lost one illusion last night. I thought I had no heart. I find I have, and a heart doesn’t suit me, Windermere. Somehow it doesn’t go with modern dress. It makes one look old. [Takes up hand-mirror from table and looks into it.] And it spoils one’s career at critical moments.


    Lord Windermere. You fill me with horror—with absolute horror.


    Mrs. Erlynne. [Rising.] I suppose, Windermere, you would like me to retire into a convent, or become a hospital nurse, or something of that kind, as people do in silly modern novels. That is stupid of you, Arthur; in real life we don’t do such things—not as long as we have any good looks left, at any rate. No—what consoles one nowadays is not repentance, but pleasure. Repentance is quite out of date. And besides, if a woman really repents, she has to go to a bad dressmaker, otherwise no one believes in her. And nothing in the world would induce me to do that. No; I am going to pass entirely out of your two lives. My coming into them has been a mistake—I discovered that last night.


    Lord Windermere. A fatal mistake.


    Mrs. Erlynne. [Smiling.] Almost fatal.


    Lord Windermere. I am sorry now I did not tell my wife the whole thing at once.


    Mrs. Erlynne. I regret my bad actions. You regret your good ones—that is the difference between us.


    Lord Windermere. I don’t trust you. I will tell my wife. It’s better for her to know, and from me. It will cause her infinite pain—it will humiliate her terribly, but it’s right that she should know.


    Mrs. Erlynne. You propose to tell her?


    Lord Windermere. I am going to tell her.


    Mrs. Erlynne. [Going up to him.] If you do, I will make my name so infamous that it will mar every moment of her life. It will ruin her, and make her wretched. If you dare to tell her, there is no depth of degradation I will not sink to, no pit of shame I will not enter. You shall not tell her—I forbid you.


    Lord Windermere. Why?


    Mrs. Erlynne. [After a pause.] If I said to you that I cared for her, perhaps loved her even—you would sneer at me, wouldn’t you?


    Lord Windermere. I should feel it was not true. A mother’s love means devotion, unselfishness, sacrifice. What could you know of such things?


    Mrs. Erlynne. You are right. What could I know of such things? Don’t let us talk any more about it—as for telling my daughter who I am, that I do not allow. It is my secret, it is not yours. If I make up my mind to tell her, and I think I will, I shall tell her before I leave the house—if not, I shall never tell her.


    Lord Windermere. [Angrily.] Then let me beg of you to leave our house at once. I will make your excuses to Margaret.


    [Enter Lady Windermere R. She goes over to Mrs. Erlynne with the photograph in her hand. Lord Windermere moves to back of sofa, and anxiously watches Mrs. Erlynne as the scene progresses.]


    Lady Windermere. I am so sorry, Mrs. Erlynne, to have kept you waiting. I couldn’t find the photograph anywhere. At last I discovered it in my husband’s dressing-room—he had stolen it.


    Mrs. Erlynne. [Takes the photograph from her and looks at it.] I am not surprised—it is charming. [Goes over to sofa with Lady Windermere, and sits down beside her. Looks again at the photograph.] And so that is your little boy! What is he called?


    Lady Windermere. Gerard, after my dear father.


    Mrs. Erlynne. [Laying the photograph down.] Really?


    Lady Windermere. Yes. If it had been a girl, I would have called it after my mother. My mother had the same name as myself, Margaret.


    Mrs. Erlynne. My name is Margaret too.


    Lady Windermere. Indeed!


    Mrs. Erlynne. Yes. [Pause.] You are devoted to your mother’s memory, Lady Windermere, your husband tells me.


    Lady Windermere. We all have ideals in life. At least we all should have. Mine is my mother.


    Mrs. Erlynne. Ideals are dangerous things. Realities are better. They wound, but they’re better.


    Lady Windermere. [Shaking her head.] If I lost my ideals, I should lose everything.


    Mrs. Erlynne. Everything?


    Lady Windermere. Yes. [Pause.]


    Mrs. Erlynne. Did your father often speak to you of your mother?


    Lady Windermere. No, it gave him too much pain. He told me how my mother had died a few months after I was born. His eyes filled with tears as he spoke. Then he begged me never to mention her name to him again. It made him suffer even to hear it. My father—my father really died of a broken heart. His was the most ruined life I know.


    Mrs. Erlynne. [Rising.] I am afraid I must go now, Lady Windermere.


    Lady Windermere. [Rising.] Oh no, don’t.


    Mrs. Erlynne. I think I had better. My carriage must have come back by this time. I sent it to Lady Jedburgh’s with a note.


    Lady Windermere. Arthur, would you mind seeing if Mrs. Erlynne’s carriage has come back?


    Mrs. Erlynne. Pray don’t trouble, Lord Windermere.


    Lady Windermere. Yes, Arthur, do go, please. [Lord Windermere hesitates for a moment and looks at Mrs. Erlynne. She remains quite impassive. He leaves the room.] [To Mrs. Erlynne.] Oh! What am I to say to you? You saved me last night? [Goes towards her.]


    Mrs. Erlynne. Hush—don’t speak of it.


    Lady Windermere. I must speak of it. I can’t let you think that I am going to accept this sacrifice. I am not. It is too great. I am going to tell my husband everything. It is my duty.


    Mrs. Erlynne. It is not your duty—at least you have duties to others besides him. You say you owe me something?


    Lady Windermere. I owe you everything.


    Mrs. Erlynne. Then pay your debt by silence. That is the only way in which it can be paid. Don’t spoil the one good thing I have done in my life by telling it to any one. Promise me that what passed last night will remain a secret between us. You must not bring misery into your husband’s life. Why spoil his love? You must not spoil it. Love is easily killed. Oh! how easily love is killed. Pledge me your word, Lady Windermere, that you will never tell him. I insist upon it.


    Lady Windermere. [With bowed head.] It is your will, not mine.


    Mrs. Erlynne. Yes, it is my will. And never forget your child—I like to think of you as a mother. I like you to think of yourself as one.


    Lady Windermere. [Looking up.] I always will now. Only once in my life I have forgotten my own mother—that was last night. Oh, if I had remembered her I should not have been so foolish, so wicked.


    Mrs. Erlynne. [With a slight shudder.] Hush, last night is quite over.


    [Enter Lord Windermere.]


    Lord Windermere. Your carriage has not come back yet, Mrs. Erlynne.


    Mrs. Erlynne. It makes no matter. I’ll take a hansom. There is nothing in the world so respectable as a good Shrewsbury and Talbot. And now, dear Lady Windermere, I am afraid it is really good-bye. [Moves up C.] Oh, I remember. You’ll think me absurd, but do you know I’ve taken a great fancy to this fan that I was silly enough to run away with last night from your ball. Now, I wonder would you give it to me? Lord Windermere says you may. I know it is his present.


    Lady Windermere. Oh, certainly, if it will give you any pleasure. But it has my name on it. It has ‘Margaret’ on it.


    Mrs. Erlynne. But we have the same Christian name.


    Lady Windermere. Oh, I forgot. Of course, do have it. What a wonderful chance our names being the same!


    Mrs. Erlynne. Quite wonderful. Thanks—it will always remind me of you. [Shakes hands with her.]


    [Enter Parker.]


    Parker. Lord Augustus Lorton. Mrs[.] Erlynne’s carriage has come.


    [Enter Lord Augustus.]


    Lord Augustus. Good morning, dear boy. Good morning, Lady Windermere. [Sees Mrs. Erlynne.] Mrs. Erlynne!


    Mrs. Erlynne. How do you do, Lord Augustus? Are you quite well this morning?


    Lord Augustus. [Coldly.] Quite well, thank you, Mrs. Erlynne.


    Mrs. Erlynne. You don’t look at all well, Lord Augustus. You stop up too late—it is so bad for you. You really should take more care of yourself. Good-bye, Lord Windermere. [Goes towards door with a bow to Lord Augustus. Suddenly smiles and looks back at him.] Lord Augustus! Won’t you see me to my carriage? You might carry the fan.


    Lord Windermere. Allow me!


    Mrs. Erlynne. No; I want Lord Augustus. I have a special message for the dear Duchess. Won’t you carry the fan, Lord Augustus?


    Lord Augustus. If you really desire it, Mrs. Erlynne.


    Mrs. Erlynne. [Laughing.] Of course I do. You’ll carry it so gracefully. You would carry off anything gracefully, dear Lord Augustus.


    [When she reaches the door she looks back for a moment at Lady Windermere. Their eyes meet. Then she turns, and exit C. followed by Lord Augustus.]


    Lady Windermere. You will never speak against Mrs. Erlynne again, Arthur, will you?


    Lord Windermere. [Gravely.] She is better than one thought her.


    Lady Windermere. She is better than I am.


    Lord Windermere. [Smiling as he strokes her hair.] Child, you and she belong to different worlds. Into your world evil has never entered.


    Lady Windermere. Don’t say that, Arthur. There is the same world for all of us, and good and evil, sin and innocence, go through it hand in hand. To shut one’s eyes to half of life that one may live securely is as though one blinded oneself that one might walk with more safety in a land of pit and precipice.


    Lord Windermere. [Moves down with her.] Darling, why do you say that?


    Lady Windermere. [Sits on sofa.] Because I, who had shut my eyes to life, came to the brink. And one who had separated us——


    Lord Windermere. We were never separated.


    Lady Windermere. We never must be again. O Arthur, don’t love me less, and I will trust you more. I will trust you absolutely. Let us go to Selby. In the Rose Garden at Selby the roses are white and red.


    [Enter Lord Augustus C.]


    Lord Augustus. Arthur, she has explained everything! [Lady Windermere looks horribly frightened at this. Lord Windermere starts. Lord Augustus takes Windermere by the arm and brings him to front of stage. He talks rapidly and in a low voice. Lady Windermere stands watching them in terror.] My dear fellow, she has explained every demmed thing. We all wronged her immensely. It was entirely for my sake she went to Darlington’s rooms. Called first at the Club—fact is, wanted to put me out of suspense—and being told I had gone on—followed—naturally frightened when she heard a lot of us coming in—retired to another room—I assure you, most gratifying to me, the whole thing. We all behaved brutally to her. She is just the woman for me. Suits me down to the ground. All the conditions she makes are that we live entirely out of England. A very good thing too. Demmed clubs, demmed climate, demmed cooks, demmed everything. Sick of it all!


    Lady Windermere. [Frightened.] Has Mrs. Erlynne——?


    Lord Augustus. [Advancing towards her with a low bow.] Yes, Lady Windermere—Mrs. Erlynne has done me the honour of accepting my hand.


    Lord Windermere. Well, you are certainly marrying a very clever woman!


    Lady Windermere. [Taking her husband’s hand.] Ah, you’re marrying a very good woman!
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    First Act.


    Scene—Lawn in front of the terrace at Hunstanton.


    [Sir John and Lady Caroline Pontefract, Miss Worsley, on chairs under large yew tree.]


    Lady Caroline. I believe this is the first English country house you have stayed at, Miss Worsley?


    Hester. Yes, Lady Caroline.


    Lady Caroline. You have no country houses, I am told, in America?


    Hester. We have not many.


    Lady Caroline. Have you any country? What we should call country?


    Hester. [Smiling.] We have the largest country in the world, Lady Caroline. They used to tell us at school that some of our states are as big as France and England put together.


    Lady Caroline. Ah! you must find it very draughty, I should fancy. [To Sir John.] John, you should have your muffler. What is the use of my always knitting mufflers for you if you won’t wear them?


    Sir John. I am quite warm, Caroline, I assure you.


    Lady Caroline. I think not, John. Well, you couldn’t come to a more charming place than this, Miss Worsley, though the house is excessively damp, quite unpardonably damp, and dear Lady Hunstanton is sometimes a little lax about the people she asks down here. [To Sir John.] Jane mixes too much. Lord Illingworth, of course, is a man of high distinction. It is a privilege to meet him. And that member of Parliament, Mr. Kettle——


    Sir John. Kelvil, my love, Kelvil.


    Lady Caroline. He must be quite respectable. One has never heard his name before in the whole course of one’s life, which speaks volumes for a man, nowadays. But Mrs. Allonby is hardly a very suitable person.


    Hester. I dislike Mrs. Allonby. I dislike her more than I can say.


    Lady Caroline. I am not sure, Miss Worsley, that foreigners like yourself should cultivate likes or dislikes about the people they are invited to meet. Mrs. Allonby is very well born. She is a niece of Lord Brancaster’s. It is said, of course, that she ran away twice before she was married. But you know how unfair people often are. I myself don’t believe she ran away more than once.


    Hester. Mr. Arbuthnot is very charming.


    Lady Caroline. Ah, yes! the young man who has a post in a bank. Lady Hunstanton is most kind in asking him here, and Lord Illingworth seems to have taken quite a fancy to him. I am not sure, however, that Jane is right in taking him out of his position. In my young days, Miss Worsley, one never met any one in society who worked for their living. It was not considered the thing.


    Hester. In America those are the people we respect most.


    Lady Caroline. I have no doubt of it.


    Hester. Mr. Arbuthnot has a beautiful nature! He is so simple, so sincere. He has one of the most beautiful natures I have ever come across. It is a privilege to meet him.


    Lady Caroline. It is not customary in England, Miss Worsley, for a young lady to speak with such enthusiasm of any person of the opposite sex. English women conceal their feelings till after they are married. They show them then.


    Hester. Do you, in England, allow no friendship to exist between a young man and a young girl?


    [Enter Lady Hunstanton, followed by Footman with shawls and a cushion.]


    Lady Caroline. We think it very inadvisable. Jane, I was just saying what a pleasant party you have asked us to meet. You have a wonderful power of selection. It is quite a gift.


    Lady Hunstanton. Dear Caroline, how kind of you! I think we all do fit in very nicely together. And I hope our charming American visitor will carry back pleasant recollections of our English country life. [To Footman.] The cushion, there, Francis. And my shawl. The Shetland. Get the Shetland. [Exit Footman for shawl.]


    [Enter Gerald Arbuthnot.]


    Gerald. Lady Hunstanton, I have such good news to tell you. Lord Illingworth has just offered to make me his secretary.


    Lady Hunstanton. His secretary? That is good news indeed, Gerald. It means a very brilliant future in store for you. Your dear mother will be delighted. I really must try and induce her to come up here to-night. Do you think she would, Gerald? I know how difficult it is to get her to go anywhere.


    Gerald. Oh! I am sure she would, Lady Hunstanton, if she knew Lord Illingworth had made me such an offer.


    [Enter Footman with shawl.]


    Lady Hunstanton. I will write and tell her about it, and ask her to come up and meet him. [To Footman.] Just wait, Francis. [Writes letter.]


    Lady Caroline. That is a very wonderful opening for so young a man as you are, Mr. Arbuthnot.


    Gerald. It is indeed, Lady Caroline. I trust I shall be able to show myself worthy of it.


    Lady Caroline. I trust so.


    Gerald. [To Hester.] You have not congratulated me yet, Miss Worsley.


    Hester. Are you very pleased about it?


    Gerald. Of course I am. It means everything to me—things that were out of the reach of hope before may be within hope’s reach now.


    Hester. Nothing should be out of the reach of hope. Life is a hope.


    Lady Hunstanton. I fancy, Caroline, that Diplomacy is what Lord Illingworth is aiming at. I heard that he was offered Vienna. But that may not be true.


    Lady Caroline. I don’t think that England should be represented abroad by an unmarried man, Jane. It might lead to complications.


    Lady Hunstanton. You are too nervous, Caroline. Believe me, you are too nervous. Besides, Lord Illingworth may marry any day. I was in hopes he would have married Lady Kelso. But I believe he said her family was too large. Or was it her feet? I forget which. I regret it very much. She was made to be an ambassador’s wife.


    Lady Caroline. She certainly has a wonderful faculty of remembering people’s names, and forgetting their faces.


    Lady Hunstanton. Well, that is very natural, Caroline, is it not? [To Footman.] Tell Henry to wait for an answer. I have written a line to your dear mother, Gerald, to tell her your good news, and to say she really must come to dinner.


    [Exit Footman.]


    Gerald. That is awfully kind of you, Lady Hunstanton. [To Hester.] Will you come for a stroll, Miss Worsley?


    Hester. With pleasure [Exit with Gerald.]


    Lady Hunstanton. I am very much gratified at Gerald Arbuthnot’s good fortune. He is quite a protégé of mine. And I am particularly pleased that Lord Illingworth should have made the offer of his own accord without my suggesting anything. Nobody likes to be asked favours. I remember poor Charlotte Pagden making herself quite unpopular one season, because she had a French governess she wanted to recommend to every one.


    Lady Caroline. I saw the governess, Jane. Lady Pagden sent her to me. It was before Eleanor came out. She was far too good-looking to be in any respectable household. I don’t wonder Lady Pagden was so anxious to get rid of her.


    Lady Hunstanton. Ah, that explains it.


    Lady Caroline. John, the grass is too damp for you. You had better go and put on your overshoes at once.


    Sir John. I am quite comfortable, Caroline, I assure you.


    Lady Caroline. You must allow me to be the best judge of that, John. Pray do as I tell you.


    [Sir John gets up and goes off.]


    Lady Hunstanton. You spoil him, Caroline, you do indeed!


    [Enter Mrs. Allonby and Lady Stutfield.]


    [To Mrs. Allonby.] Well, dear, I hope you like the park. It is said to be well timbered.


    Mrs. Allonby. The trees are wonderful, Lady Hunstanton.


    Lady Stutfield. Quite, quite wonderful.


    Mrs. Allonby. But somehow, I feel sure that if I lived in the country for six months, I should become so unsophisticated that no one would take the slightest notice of me.


    Lady Hunstanton. I assure you, dear, that the country has not that effect at all. Why, it was from Melthorpe, which is only two miles from here, that Lady Belton eloped with Lord Fethersdale. I remember the occurrence perfectly. Poor Lord Belton died three days afterwards of joy, or gout. I forget which. We had a large party staying here at the time, so we were all very much interested in the whole affair.


    Mrs. Allonby. I think to elope is cowardly. It’s running away from danger. And danger has become so rare in modern life.


    Lady Caroline. As far as I can make out, the young women of the present day seem to make it the sole object of their lives to be always playing with fire.


    Mrs. Allonby. The one advantage of playing with fire, Lady Caroline, is that one never gets even singed. It is the people who don’t know how to play with it who get burned up.


    Lady Stutfield. Yes; I see that. It is very, very helpful.


    Lady Hunstanton. I don’t know how the world would get on with such a theory as that, dear Mrs. Allonby.


    Lady Stutfield. Ah! The world was made for men and not for women.


    Mrs. Allonby. Oh, don’t say that, Lady Stutfield. We have a much better time than they have. There are far more things forbidden to us than are forbidden to them.


    Lady Stutfield. Yes; that is quite, quite true. I had not thought of that.


    [Enter Sir John and Mr. Kelvil.]


    Lady Hunstanton. Well, Mr. Kelvil, have you got through your work?


    Kelvil. I have finished my writing for the day, Lady Hunstanton. It has been an arduous task. The demands on the time of a public man are very heavy nowadays, very heavy indeed. And I don’t think they meet with adequate recognition.


    Lady Caroline. John, have you got your overshoes on?


    Sir John. Yes, my love.


    Lady Caroline. I think you had better come over here, John. It is more sheltered.


    Sir John. I am quite comfortable, Caroline.


    Lady Caroline. I think not, John. You had better sit beside me. [Sir John rises and goes across.]


    Lady Stutfield. And what have you been writing about this morning, Mr. Kelvil?


    Kelvil. On the usual subject, Lady Stutfield. On Purity.


    Lady Stutfield. That must be such a very, very interesting thing to write about.


    Kelvil. It is the one subject of really national importance, nowadays, Lady Stutfield. I purpose addressing my constituents on the question before Parliament meets. I find that the poorer classes of this country display a marked desire for a higher ethical standard.


    Lady Stutfield. How quite, quite nice of them.


    Lady Caroline. Are you in favour of women taking part in politics, Mr. Kettle?


    Sir John. Kelvil, my love, Kelvil.


    Kelvil. The growing influence of women is the one reassuring thing in our political life, Lady Caroline. Women are always on the side of morality, public and private.


    Lady Stutfield. It is so very, very gratifying to hear you say that.


    Lady Hunstanton. Ah, yes!—the moral qualities in women—that is the important thing. I am afraid, Caroline, that dear Lord Illingworth doesn’t value the moral qualities in women as much as he should.


    [Enter Lord Illingworth.]


    Lady Stutfield. The world says that Lord Illingworth is very, very wicked.


    Lord Illingworth. But what world says that, Lady Stutfield? It must be the next world. This world and I are on excellent terms. [Sits down beside Mrs. Allonby.]


    Lady Stutfield. Every one I know says you are very, very wicked.


    Lord Illingworth. It is perfectly monstrous the way people go about, nowadays, saying things against one behind one’s back that are absolutely and entirely true.


    Lady Hunstanton. Dear Lord Illingworth is quite hopeless, Lady Stutfield. I have given up trying to reform him. It would take a Public Company with a Board of Directors and a paid Secretary to do that. But you have the secretary already, Lord Illingworth, haven’t you? Gerald Arbuthnot has told us of his good fortune; it is really most kind of you.


    Lord Illingworth. Oh, don’t say that, Lady Hunstanton. Kind is a dreadful word. I took a great fancy to young Arbuthnot the moment I met him, and he’ll be of considerable use to me in something I am foolish enough to think of doing.


    Lady Hunstanton. He is an admirable young man. And his mother is one of my dearest friends. He has just gone for a walk with our pretty American. She is very pretty, is she not?


    Lady Caroline. Far too pretty. These American girls carry off all the good matches. Why can’t they stay in their own country? They are always telling us it is the Paradise of women.


    Lord Illingworth. It is, Lady Caroline. That is why, like Eve, they are so extremely anxious to get out of it.


    Lady Caroline. Who are Miss Worsley’s parents?


    Lord Illingworth. American women are wonderfully clever in concealing their parents.


    Lady Hunstanton. My dear Lord Illingworth, what do you mean? Miss Worsley, Caroline, is an orphan. Her father was a very wealthy millionaire or philanthropist, or both, I believe, who entertained my son quite hospitably, when he visited Boston. I don’t know how he made his money, originally.


    Kelvil. I fancy in American dry goods.


    Lady Hunstanton. What are American dry goods?


    Lord Illingworth. American novels.


    Lady Hunstanton. How very singular! … Well, from whatever source her large fortune came, I have a great esteem for Miss Worsley. She dresses exceedingly well. All Americans do dress well. They get their clothes in Paris.


    Mrs. Allonby. They say, Lady Hunstanton, that when good Americans die they go to Paris.


    Lady Hunstanton. Indeed? And when bad Americans die, where do they go to?


    Lord Illingworth. Oh, they go to America.


    Kelvil. I am afraid you don’t appreciate America, Lord Illingworth. It is a very remarkable country, especially considering its youth.


    Lord Illingworth. The youth of America is their oldest tradition. It has been going on now for three hundred years. To hear them talk one would imagine they were in their first childhood. As far as civilisation goes they are in their second.


    Kelvil. There is undoubtedly a great deal of corruption in American politics. I suppose you allude to that?


    Lord Illingworth. I wonder.


    Lady Hunstanton. Politics are in a sad way everywhere, I am told. They certainly are in England. Dear Mr. Cardew is ruining the country. I wonder Mrs. Cardew allows him. I am sure, Lord Illingworth, you don’t think that uneducated people should be allowed to have votes?


    Lord Illingworth. I think they are the only people who should.


    Kelvil. Do you take no side then in modern politics, Lord Illingworth?


    Lord Illingworth. One should never take sides in anything, Mr. Kelvil. Taking sides is the beginning of sincerity, and earnestness follows shortly afterwards, and the human being becomes a bore. However, the House of Commons really does very little harm. You can’t make people good by Act of Parliament,—that is something.


    Kelvil. You cannot deny that the House of Commons has always shown great sympathy with the sufferings of the poor.


    Lord Illingworth. That is its special vice. That is the special vice of the age. One should sympathise with the joy, the beauty, the colour of life. The less said about life’s sores the better, Mr. Kelvil.


    Kelvil. Still our East End is a very important problem.


    Lord Illingworth. Quite so. It is the problem of slavery. And we are trying to solve it by amusing the slaves.


    Lady Hunstanton. Certainly, a great deal may be done by means of cheap entertainments, as you say, Lord Illingworth. Dear Dr. Daubeny, our rector here, provides, with the assistance of his curates, really admirable recreations for the poor during the winter. And much good may be done by means of a magic lantern, or a missionary, or some popular amusement of that kind.


    Lady Caroline. I am not at all in favour of amusements for the poor, Jane. Blankets and coals are sufficient. There is too much love of pleasure amongst the upper classes as it is. Health is what we want in modern life. The tone is not healthy, not healthy at all.


    Kelvil. You are quite right, Lady Caroline.


    Lady Caroline. I believe I am usually right.


    Mrs. Allonby. Horrid word ‘health.’


    Lord Illingworth. Silliest word in our language, and one knows so well the popular idea of health. The English country gentleman galloping after a fox—the unspeakable in full pursuit of the uneatable.


    Kelvil. May I ask, Lord Illingworth, if you regard the House of Lords as a better institution than the House of Commons?


    Lord Illingworth. A much better institution, of course. We in the House of Lords are never in touch with public opinion. That makes us a civilised body.


    Kelvil. Are you serious in putting forward such a view?


    Lord Illingworth. Quite serious, Mr. Kelvil. [To Mrs. Allonby.] Vulgar habit that is people have nowadays of asking one, after one has given them an idea, whether one is serious or not. Nothing is serious except passion. The intellect is not a serious thing, and never has been. It is an instrument on which one plays, that is all. The only serious form of intellect I know is the British intellect. And on the British intellect the illiterates play the drum.


    Lady Hunstanton. What are you saying, Lord Illingworth, about the drum?


    Lord Illingworth. I was merely talking to Mrs. Allonby about the leading articles in the London newspapers.


    Lady Hunstanton. But do you believe all that is written in the newspapers?


    Lord Illingworth. I do. Nowadays it is only the unreadable that occurs. [Rises with Mrs. Allonby.]


    Lady Hunstanton. Are you going, Mrs. Allonby?


    Mrs. Allonby. Just as far as the conservatory. Lord Illingworth told me this morning that there was an orchid there as beautiful as the seven deadly sins.


    Lady Hunstanton. My dear, I hope there is nothing of the kind. I will certainly speak to the gardener.


    [Exit Mrs. Allonby and Lord Illingworth.]


    Lady Caroline. Remarkable type, Mrs. Allonby.


    Lady Hunstanton. She lets her clever tongue run away with her sometimes.


    Lady Caroline. Is that the only thing, Jane, Mrs. Allonby allows to run away with her?


    Lady Hunstanton. I hope so, Caroline, I am sure.


    [Enter Lord Alfred.]


    Dear Lord Alfred, do join us. [Lord Alfred sits down beside Lady Stutfield.]


    Lady Caroline. You believe good of every one, Jane. It is a great fault.


    Lady Stutfield. Do you really, really think, Lady Caroline, that one should believe evil of every one?


    Lady Caroline. I think it is much safer to do so, Lady Stutfield. Until, of course, people are found out to be good. But that requires a great deal of investigation nowadays.


    Lady Stutfield. But there is so much unkind scandal in modern life.
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