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  Introduction




  Oscar Wilde produced all five of his best plays in the decade of his downfall, the 1890s. Irish-born but educated at Oxford, where he had been a brilliant scholar, he had marked

  his arrival in London in 1881, aged twenty-five, with the publication of his first volume of poetry. He became a celebrity of a kind within his decadent London set as the silver-tongued champion of

  Aestheticism (‘art for art’s sake’), and was invited to tour America in 1882, which he did at length – he remained in the United States for a year – and to

  considerable éclat. But in England he remained known to the wider public, if at all, as a controversial socialite and wit rather than as a literary lion until in 1890 his first and only

  novel, The Picture of Dorian Gray, appeared in Lippincott’s, a periodical magazine. It caused a sensation. The gothic story, melodramatic and homoerotic, attracted

  reviews such as the Daily Chronicle’s ‘a poisonous book . . . heavy with the mephitic odours of moral and spiritual putrefaction’. Other reviewers condemned it as

  ‘unclean’, ‘vulgar’, even ‘discreditable’.




  Wilde, never one to shun the public gaze (‘there is only one thing worse than being talked about, and that is not being talked about’), was accustomed to this sort of obloquy and

  defended himself with his usual languor. But he was married, with two young sons, and had an extravagant, complicated lifestyle. He lived much of the time in hotels after the sexual estrangement

  from his wife Constance that followed the birth of their second child in 1886. Constance remained at their family home in Tite Street, Chelsea, and Wilde continued to spend time there until 1895.

  The house was large and filled with valuable art, furnishings and books; its cost may well have prompted the author’s willingness to tone down the novel before it was published in book form

  the following year. It did earn him more attention than his earlier works – verse, tragic plays with classical themes, journalism and children’s literature, including a delightful

  volume of fairy stories, The Happy Prince and Other Tales (1888) – but Dorian Gray did little to defray suspicion of the author’s own character and motives.




  As the late-Victorian audience settled into their seats for the first performance of Lady Windermere’s Fan at the St James’s Theatre in King Street, London, on 22 February

  1892 there must have been an air of febrile anticipation, even apprehension. But Wilde had taken a new direction. He had resolved on comedy. Encouraged by George Alexander, a popular actor newly

  appointed manager of the St James’s Theatre, Wilde had sojourned with friends in the Lake District to write a new kind of play altogether. He marked the significance of his temporary escape

  from metropolitan life by saluting the surroundings in which the new play had been created. Windermere, England’s largest lake, was already a modish holiday resort, and the names Berwick,

  Carlisle, Darlington and Jedburgh for other characters of the cast were further clear nods to the northern location of the author’s inspiration.




  Wilde co-operated closely, if uncharacteristically, with George Alexander over the production, consented to adjustments in the script, and appreciated the actor-manager’s faith in the

  work. Alexander offered £1,000 – an enormous sum, then equivalent to as much as £100,000 in today’s money – for the rights, but the author, not a man short on

  self-belief, declined in favour of a share of the profits. It was the right move. He is said to have earned £7,000 in royalties in the first year.




  Lady Windermere’s Fan was a triumph. With its scintillating dialogue, Carlton House setting and redemptive theme, it also demonstrated shrewd psychological insight into the social

  mores of the day. And it bristled with the epigrams (‘I can resist everything except temptation’) audiences of the day would have wished for. Wilde’s legendary wit now entered the

  public domain. At the end of the first-night’s performance the audience rose to demand the author’s presence on stage. He played it entirely in character, telling this newly adoring

  public: ‘The actors have given us a charming rendition of a delightful play, and your appreciation has been most intelligent. I congratulate you on the great success of your performance,

  which persuades me that you think almost as highly of the play as I do myself.’




  Wilde completed the next comedy, A Woman of No Importance, within the year. It was commissioned by another actor-manager, Herbert Beerbohm Tree, for his Haymarket Theatre, in a bid to

  capitalise on the great success of its predecessor round the corner at the St James’s. Tree also wished to magnify his own stage standing in the pivotal role he expected Wilde to write for

  him (that of Lord Illingworth). Wilde again sequestered himself in the countryside to do the work. This time he went to Felbrigg in Norfolk, where he took an isolated farmhouse with Lord Alfred

  Douglas.




  The two men had met in 1891 and begun an affair. Douglas, an aspiring poet and author himself, was still an undergraduate at Oxford. Wilde was fifteen years his senior. The relationship was a

  dangerous one. Wilde was now very much in the public eye and his lover the son of the Marquess of Queensberry, a Scottish aristocrat, boxing enthusiast and outdoors-man with a famous antipathy

  towards homosexual practices.




  The Norfolk episode was a productive one. A Woman of No Importance, in which the title role was that of the Scots-named, wronged single-mother Rachel Arbuthnot, and the setting the

  country house of well-meaning Lady Hunstanton (the name of a Norfolk resort), opened at the Haymarket on 19 April 1893.




  A darker comedy than its predecessor, the play was equally endowed with epigrams and again centred on the customs and supposed behaviour of the upper class. It even extended to a moral message

  – that decent women should be treated decently even by men who consider themselves important. It was well-received by the press as well as its audiences. One of the leading critics of the

  day, William Archer, noting that Wilde had demonstrated that his first success had been very much more than a fluke, declared that the author ‘must be taken on the very highest plane of

  modern English drama’. The Prince of Wales, the future Edward VII, told Wilde after attending the second performance that in spite of some controversy over lines deemed contemptuous of

  English society he should not alter a word of it.




  Wilde had arrived. A Woman of No Importance went into production in New York, and plans were laid for the play to go on tour.




  By now, Wilde had completed Salomé. It was a drama of an entirely different description from the preceding comedies, written in French and inspired by the work of the foremost

  French symbolist writer Stéphane Mallarmé, whom Wilde had met in Paris in 1891. Wilde knew Hériodade, Mallarmé’s lyrical play based on the Bible story of

  Herod, his wife Herodias and her daughter Salome, for whose dance of the seven veils Herodias demanded the head of John the Baptist, and determined on his own variation of the legend.




  He may have written the play in French to camouflage its erotic and dangerous themes, but claimed it was a serious attempt to harness a different language or, as he put it in an article,

  ‘to touch this new instrument [French] to see whether I could make any beautiful thing from it’. When the play went into rehearsal in London, however, the Lord Chamberlain’s

  office (in effect a licensing authority for theatres) refused to allow it. The objection was on antiquated grounds concerning the depiction of Bible stories on stage, but it is almost certain that

  the play’s sexual content had been leaked to the guardians of moral probity then proliferating in Victorian London. Wilde had chanced his arm with the ruling class by setting his comedies in

  their midst; a very dark, scripture-derived tragedy of power, heresy and lust was going too far.




  Nevertheless, Wilde found a publisher for Salomé, and the original play in French appeared in book form in 1893. It was followed a year later by the English translation, the text

  of which is to be found in this edition, along with original illustrations by Aubrey Beardsley. The translation is credited to Lord Alfred Douglas, who did attempt the task but failed miserably

  thanks to a limited command of French and an inability to interpret his lover’s symbolist-decadent intentions for the play. The final text is largely Wilde’s own work, and the

  dedication to Douglas a sop to the young man’s injured ego.




  The reviews must have been bruising to both collaborators. W. B. Yeats complained of ‘empty, sluggish and pretentious’ dialogue and The Times thundered that the play was

  ‘an arrangement in blood and ferocity, morbid, bizarre, repulsive, and very offensive in its adaptation of scriptural phraseology to situations the reverse of sacred’.




  Salomé, the English version, was not performed in Wilde’s lifetime, but the French original was produced by Sarah Bernhardt in Paris in 1894. At a performance of the play

  in a German translation by Hedwig Lachmann in Berlin in 1902, Richard Strauss saw the lyric potential of the drama and adapted it for his sensational German opera under the same name. First

  staged in 1905, it quickly became established in the international repertoire, and in 1930 Strauss adapted Wilde’s original text for a French-language opera, still occasionally

  performed.




  Wilde’s productive decade continued. During the latter half of 1893, while living with Douglas at a cottage in Goring-on-Thames in Sussex, he wrote An Ideal Husband. The play

  opened on 3 January 1895 at the Haymarket, and as with his previous production at the theatre, it was an immediate hit.




  Wilde again created a high-born cast of characters, with the customary topographical nod in the person of Lord Goring in the key role. It is a superbly crafted comic script demonstrating the

  artist’s mastery of two-faced dialogue, savage snobbery and acid wit. The play was his most political, concerning a senior figure in the Foreign Office, Sir Robert Chiltern, who comes to the

  brink of professional ruin when his past catches up with him. His fate rests in the hands of his virtuous wife, who expects her husband to be ideal in every respect, and his only hope of salvation

  resides with Lord Goring, an idle but philosophically well-adjusted figure of fashion to whom Lady Chiltern turns for advice. Wilde scholars have forever speculated that Lord Goring is

  Wilde’s own vision of himself, and that the plea made in the play for the forgiveness of past sins is the author’s own cry for help in the face of his own mounting troubles.




  These were soon to descend on Wilde. But just as his great disaster approached, so did his greatest triumph arise. Wilde had completed his final play, The Importance of Being

  Earnest, late in 1894, and returned with it to George Alexander’s St James’s Theatre. The play opened on 14 February, St Valentine’s Day, 1895, and very rapidly became

  acknowledged as its author’s masterpiece in spite of his own flip subtitle, A Trivial Comedy for Serious People. A drawing-room comedy of pranks and mistaken identity and

  rather more innocent than any of the earlier plays, it was received with delirious enthusiasm by the public and by a now-adoring press. With An Ideal Husband running simultaneously to

  almost equally rapturous applause, Wilde could fairly be described as the toast of London.




  The story of Wilde’s downfall is a terribly poignant one. The Marquess of Queensberry had on several occasions already confronted the playwright over his friendship with his son Lord

  Alfred. He knew very well the true nature of the relationship and demanded Wilde give it up. Queensberry’s rage was born of more than a generic hatred of ‘the love that dare not speak

  its name’. In October 1894 his eldest son and heir Francis Douglas had been killed in a shooting accident. It was rumoured that Francis, private secretary to the prime minister, Lord

  Rosebery, had been in a homosexual relationship with him. The scandal was more or less concealed from the public, but Queensberry would have been fully aware of it, and of further speculation that

  in spite of the accidental-death verdict at the inquest, his son had either taken his own life or been murdered.




  Anguished and vengeful, Queensberry resolved to expose Wilde publicly and turned up at the opening night of The Importance of Being Earnest intending to disrupt the performance. Wilde

  was warned in advance and prevented his antagonist’s entry, but later that week Queensberry posted his card at Wilde’s club, bearing the words ‘For Oscar Wilde posing as

  somdomite’. The wording might have been garbled and misspelled, but the message was unmistakable. Wilde felt he had no option but to sue for criminal libel.




  The trial, in April, was a lost cause. Queensberry was able easily and graphically to prove that his opponent was indeed a sodomite. Wilde withdrew his action, had all the costs awarded against

  him and was promptly arrested. Both his plays running in London closed soon afterwards in the face of the professed public outrage at the playwright’s crimes. Even the New York staging of

  The Importance of Being Earnest came to a premature end.




  In May 1895, Wilde was convicted of gross indecency and sodomy and given the maximum sentence available, two years’ imprisonment with hard labour. The London newspapers showed all the

  compassion that might be expected. ‘The aesthetic cult, in its nasty form, is now over,’ declared The News of the World. ‘Open the windows! Let in the fresh air!’

  cheered The Daily Telegraph. Bankrupted by legal costs, Wilde was abandoned by most of his circle. His wife Constance changed her own surname and that of their children, but did not

  divorce Wilde. She died in 1898, aged only thirty-nine, following a fall down the stairs at the Tite Street house.




  Released from prison without remission in May 1897, Wilde fled to France were he lived out his final years, his health broken by the brutality of his treatment and the irretrievable loss of

  hope. He did, when he could collect the royalties, have some modest earnings from the published editions of his famous plays. He had always insisted on their appearing in book form, well aware that

  only a fraction of those who might enjoy them would have the opportunity to see them performed on stage.




  Oscar Wilde died from cerebral meningitis at a Paris hotel on 30 November 1900, aged forty-six. He was buried outside the city, but in 1909 his remains were reinterred at the behest of Robert

  Ross, his friend and literary executor, at the Père Lachaise Cemetery in the 20th arrondissement. The grave has been a place of pilgrimage for millions of mourners from every corner of the

  world in the melancholy years since.
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  THE PERSONS OF THE PLAY




  LORD WINDERMERE




  LORD DARLINGTON




  LORD AUGUSTUS LORTON




  MR DUMBY




  MR CECIL GRAHAM




  MR HOPPER




  PARKER, butler




  LADY WINDERMERE




  THE DUCHESS OF BERWICK




  LADY AGATHA CARLISLE




  LADY PLYMDALE




  LADY STUTFIELD




  LADY JEDBURGH




  MRS COWPER-COWPER




  MRS ERLYNNE




  ROSALIE, maid




  







  THE SCENES OF THE PLAY
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        Morning-room in Lord Windermere’s House


      

    




    

      	

        ACT TWO


      



      	 



      	

        Drawing-room in Lord Windermere’s house


      

    




    

      	

        ACT THREE


      



      	 



      	

        Lord Darlington’s rooms


      

    




    

      	

        ACT FOUR


      



      	 



      	

        Same as Act One


      

    




    

      	

         




        TIME


      



      	 



      	

         




        The Present


      

    




    

      	

        PLACE


      



      	 



      	

        London


      

    


  




  

    

      

        

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


        


      


    


  




  FIRST PERFORMANCE




  St James’s Theatre, London, on 22 February 1892




  







  ACT ONE




  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 anyone who calls.




  PARKER: Yes, my lady. (Exit)




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




  Enter PARKER.




  PARKER: Lord Darlington.




  

    Enter LORD DARLINGTON.




    Exit PARKER.


  




  LORD DARLINGTON: How do you do, Lady Windermere?




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

  They came up from Selby this morning.




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




  LADY WINDERMERE: Do. Pretty, isn’t it! It’s got my name on it, and everything. I have only just seen it myself. It’s my husband’s

  birthday present to me. You know today is my birthday?




  LORD DARLINGTON: No? Is it really?




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

  (Still arranging flowers.)




  LORD DARLINGTON (sitting down): I wish I had known it was your birthday, Lady Windermere. I would have covered the whole street in front of your

  house with flowers for you to walk on. They are made for you. (A short pause.)




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




  LORD DARLINGTON: I, Lady Windermere?




  Enter PARKER and FOOTMAN, 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 and sits

  down.) Won’t you come over, Lord Darlington?




  Exit PARKER.




  LORD DARLINGTON (takes chair and goes across): I am quite miserable, Lady Windermere. You must tell me what I did. (Sits down at

  table.)




  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.)




  LORD DARLINGTON (still seated): Oh, nowadays so many conceited people go about society pretending to be good, that I think it shows rather a sweet

  and modest disposition to pretend to be bad. Besides, there is this to be said. If you pretend to be good, the world takes you very seriously. If you pretend to be bad, it doesn’t. Such is

  the astounding stupidity of optimism.




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




  LORD DARLINGTON: No, not the world. Who are the people the world takes seriously? All the dull people one can think of, from the bishops down to the bores.

  I should like you to take me very seriously, Lady Windermere, you more than anyone else in life.




  LADY WINDERMERE: Why – why me?




  LORD DARLINGTON (after a slight hesitation): Because I think we might be great friends. Let us be great friends. You may want a friend someday.




  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 felt it – I know it.




  Enter PARKER.




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




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




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




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




  Exit PARKER.




  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 in front of him.) Don’t stir, I am merely going to finish my flowers. (Goes

  to table.)




  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 mercenary people aside, 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.




  PARKER: The Duchess of Berwick and Lady Agatha Carlisle.




  

    Enter the DUCHESS OF BERWICK and LADY AGATHA CARLISLE.




    Exit PARKER.


  




  DUCHESS OF BERWICK: (coming down centre stage and shaking hands): Dear Margaret, I am so pleased to see you. You remember Agatha, don’t you?

  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. No, no tea, thank you, dear.

  (Crosses and sits on sofa.) We have just had tea at Lady Markby’s. Such bad tea, too. It was quite undrinkable. I wasn’t at all surprised. Her own son-in-law supplies it.

  Agatha is looking forward so much to your ball tonight, dear Margaret.




  LADY WINDERMERE (seated): 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 gathering.




  LORD DARLINGTON (standing): Very small, very early, and very select, Duchess.




  DUCHESS OF BERWICK: (on sofa): 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: 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.




  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 (rising): I think I had better not, Duchess. Nowadays to be intelligible is to be found out. Goodbye! (Shakes hands with

  DUCHESS.) And now – (goes up stage) – Lady Windermere, goodbye. I may come tonight, mayn’t I? Do let me come.




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

  to people.




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

  exits.)




  DUCHESS OF BERWICK (who has risen): 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.)




  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 with 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. (Exits through window.)




  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 everyone

  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 anyone. 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 everyone. 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 Hamburg 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.) We are only married two years. Our

  child is but six months old.




  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?




  DUCHESS OF BERWICK: 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 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): Yes, mamma.




  DUCHESS OF BERWICK: Come and bid goodbye to Lady Windermere, and thank her for your charming visit. (To LADY WINDERMERE):

  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 tonight, dear. (PARKER opens doors centre stage.) And remember my advice, take the poor fellow out of town at once, it is the only thing to do.

  Goodbye, once more; come, Agatha.




  Exeunt DUCHESS and LADY AGATHA.




  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. 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 read 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.




  LORD WINDERMERE: Well, dear, has the fan been sent home yet? (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. Someone who pitied me was kind enough to tell me

  what everyone in London knows already – your daily visits to Curzon Street, your mad infatuation, the monstrous sums of money you squander on this infamous woman!




  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 anyone 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?




  LORD WINDERMERE: 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! I don’t want details about her life!




  LORD WINDERMERE: 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 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 tonight.




  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): I am going to dress for dinner, and don’t mention the subject again this evening. Arthur –

  (going to him) – 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: Margaret, you are talking foolishly, recklessly. I won’t argue with you, but I insist upon your asking Mrs Erlynne tonight.




  LADY WINDERMERE: I shall do nothing of the kind.




  LORD WINDERMERE: You refuse?




  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.




  LORD WINDERMERE: Have this note sent to Mrs Erlynne at No. 84a Curzon Street. (Crossing and giving note to PARKER.) There

  is no answer!




  Exit PARKER.




  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

  tonight. (Picking up fan.) Yes, you gave me this fan today; 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!




  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 tonight. 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.




  (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. You leave me no choice. (Exit.)




  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.)




  END OF ACT ONE




  







  ACT TWO




  SCENE: Drawing-room in Lord Windermere’s house. Door opening into ballroom, where band is playing. Door through which guests are entering. Door on

  to illuminated terrace. Palms, flowers, and brilliant lights. Room crowded with guests. Lady Windermere is receiving them.




  DUCHESS OF BERWICK: So strange Lord Windermere isn’t here. Mr Hopper is very late, too. You have kept those five dances for him, Agatha?




  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 ballroom.




  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 ballroom.




    Enter LORD WINDERMERE.


  




  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 ballroom? Augustus has been dining with us tonight. 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 ballroom.




  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 tonight.




  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 to terrace.


  




  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 widespread interest in my health. Now, tonight 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. Hullo, 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.)




  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 ballroom.)




  LORD WINDERMERE: 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 tonight.




  LORD WINDERMERE: 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: 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 tonight, Lord Darlington; I

  didn’t know I would want one so soon.




  LORD DARLINGTON: Lady Windermere! I knew the time would come someday; but why tonight?




  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: 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. Everyone told me so.




  LORD AUGUSTUS: Now really, Mrs Erlynne, allow me to explain.




  MRS ERLYNNE: 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 out 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: 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 (To LADY JEDBURGH): On Thursday? With great pleasure. (Rises, and speaks to 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 tonight. 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 ballroom

  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 ballroom, 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 everyone calls her.




  LADY PLYMDALE: How very interesting! How intensely interesting! I really must have a good stare at her. (Goes to door of ballroom 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 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.
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