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PREFACE

 

The curtains open in the front room of a house, where Willy Wilde is living with his mother, Speranza, and his wife Lily. Oscar arrives alone, seeking shelter, just after an inconclusive trial in relation to his homosexuality.

The play explores the brothers’ troubled childhood, and how they both ignored rather than worked through these emotional conflicts. One also glimpses a cross section of the upper middle class family milieu of the last '800, in particular how the sexual indiscretions of their father, Sir William Wilde, were never discussed within the family.

The two brothers are in a vulnerable situation. Willy has failed both as a barrister and as a journalist, and now seeks comfort from a bottle of whisky; Oscar has suddenly fallen from a successful playwright to being vilified in public, with the strong possibility of a prison sentence.

A derisive balled (which was doing the rounds in Ireland while Willy and Oscar were both children) recalling the public disgrace of Sir William is a kind of tragic chorus which inexorably destroys the possibility of reconciliation between the sons.

Lily, Willy's second wife, is the only character who seems realistic about his predicament: while his brother and mother insist he must stay and fight to clear his name in court, she suggests that it is possible to leave the country.

The continuous interaction of pretence and the theatrical way of behaviour calls to mind “The Importance of Being Earnest” [Honest]. Indeed, specific lines from the play, which depict the relationship between the two brothers, Algy and Jack, are used. But one can also find ironic reference to the self-conscious rhetoric of Oscar Wilde's classicism, and from the dramatic poetics of Reading Gaol. As well as a return to the childhood innocence of the Tales, which Woulfe reminds us of in the story of a teddy bear!

 

 

Richard Woulfe is from Limerick (Ireland), but has lived in London for many years. In 1996 he wrote No Smoke Without Fire for radio. In 2001 a stage play of his, Homehelp, ran for three weeks at the White Bear Theatre – London. In 2011, His Most-Obedient Servant, was produced for radio by The Wireless Theatre Company. In 2012, RTE Radio (Ireland’s national radio station) broadcasted A muse is it I am?, a play based in Trieste on the relationship between James Joyce and his partner/wife. Other pieces have been performed in London, Belfast and elsewhere.

Richard Woulfe often writes from a historical perspective, combining humour with a serious message. The Brothers Wilde falls into that category.

 


 

 

 

Anyone can sympathise with the sufferings of a friend but it requires a very fine nature to sympathise with a friend’s success.

Oscar Wilde.

 


CAST

 

WILLY, Oscar’s brother, aged 42.

OSCAR, Oscar Wilde, aged 40.

SPERANZA, His mother. In her 70’s.

LILY, Willy’s wife, aged 30.

 

 


SYNOPSIS

 

What happens when one brother is successful and the other isn’t? And then the successful one suddenly and dramatically falls. This happened to Oscar Wilde, and on the night his second trial collapsed he went to his brother Willy’s house.

Willy was two-years older, a qualified barrister (though he never practiced), and at one time a competent journalist. He also tried his hand at poetry. But Willy was lazy, drank heavily and leaned on his mother for financial support.

It is possible to sympathise with Willy’s situation. He has been overlooked by the family, and was badly affected as a schoolboy by a scandal involving his father. Nonetheless, his refusal to face his past and his vindictiveness are not endearing.

Oscar meanwhile realises that his own downfall brings a parity of sorts. His disgrace can allow his brother to restore a sense of self-worth. As a result Oscar is willing to seek reconciliation.

There is a slightly unrealistic atmosphere throughout – an eeriness that suggests the event is only a fantasy of Willy’s.

 


SCENE 1

 

 

A DARK LIVING ROOM, WITH SHABBY VICTORIAN FURNITURE. THERE ARE TWO EXITS, ONE LEADING TO THE FRONT DOOR. A BOX HAS WILLY’S COAT ON IT. IT IS POSSIBLE TO MAKE OUT THE IMPRINT OF A COUPLE OF PAINTINGS REMOVED FROM THE WALL.

WILLY IS SITTING DOWN, WRITING; WHISKY BY HIS SIDE.

 

WILLY. Tapping with his beak… against the pane… and fell down on the… on my threshold. He came tapping with his beak against the window-pane, and fell down on my threshold like a wounded… hmn… hunted…like a hunted stag. SIPS WHISKY.

(FINISHES WRITING WITH A FLOURISH.) Give me shelter, Willy, let me lie on the floor or I shall die in the streets.

 

KNOCK ON DOOR WITH KNUCKLES.

OSCAR. (HUSHED, DRAMATIC, FROM OUTSIDE.) Willy.

WILLY. He’s here.

KNOCK IS LOUDER.

WILLY. And wishes to come in.

OSCAR. Willy, let me in.

KNOCK IS LOUDER.

OSCAR. Willy, it’s your brother.

WILLY. My brother who’s not been to my house in two years. SIPS WHISKY.

KNOCK IS LOUDER.

OSCAR. Willy, unlock this door, I know you are there.

WILLY. He missed my wedding yet what is that to Oscar. Sends a telegram “Darling Willy – I do hope it works better second time round”.

KNOCK IS NOT SO LOUD.

OSCAR. We must not wake mother, Willy.

PAUSE.

Oh, Willy, do answer.

KNOCK IS NOT SO LOUD.

OSCAR. I have nowhere else to go, Willy.

WILLY GOES TO THE DOOR, WHISKY IN HAND.

KNOCK IS NOT SO LOUD.

WILLY DOWNS HIS WHISKY. HE OPENS THE DOOR.

WILLY. Oscar. Well, well.

OSCAR. Willy, why did you wait so long in opening? This is intolerable. COMES IN.

WILLY. Whatever’s the matter, old chap?

OSCAR. This is intolerable, Willy. You know what a day I have had.

WILLY. The result was inconclusive. I heard.

OSCAR. Heard? You were there. And extracted at least two five pound notes from my counsel. Not that you once thought of coming over to offer me support.

WILLY. Nowhere else to go? No hotel willing to accept you?

OSCAR. You’d have me in a hotel? Your brother?

WILLY. No friend to take you in, no accomplice in the demi-monde of paper-boys, stable-boys, telegram boys, luggage boys, and heaven-knows what other boys you were so eager to associate with?

OSCAR. The lawyers will go for a discharge but I don’t see how. I expect a re-trial.
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