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Foreword


JUDI DENCH


I was flattered to be asked to write this foreword, but unsure whether I could do justice to such a great and influential playwright.


I did not think I knew enough about him, although I have appeared in four of his plays. What I do know is that when George Bernard Shaw first moved to London from Dublin at the age of twenty, he was not an instant success. It was his ambition to write, having given up on the idea of becoming an artist while still in Ireland. However, he was forced to accept office jobs to earn money, otherwise spending his time in the British Museum, reading and writing. His endeavours paid off and from the mid-1880s he began to be noticed.


Shaw became the leading dramatist of his generation, and in 1925 was awarded the Nobel Prize in Literature. His influence is unquestionable, and he has been considered one of the most influential dramatists of the twentieth century. I have been lucky enough appear in:




	Major Barbara


	Too True to Be Good


	Saint Joan


	A Village Wooing





My first appearance in Major Barbara was on live television – which is how they used to do things in the early days – which was good grounding for my later theatre appearance in the play.


Most actors of my generation wanted to appear in a Shaw play, although I sometimes think that it is more fun to be in one than to watch one. They are wonderfully constructed plays and you have to pay great attention to the language, which means the audience has to pay attention to his words. His wit is appreciated as much now as when it was first presented. Most playwrights have a message to get across in their work; Shaw used his to disseminate his political, social and religious ideas, often in a humorous way. His plays are unique and I hugely enjoyed having the chance to play so many diverse parts.


He may have fallen out of favour in recent years, but his work has stood the test of time and I’m convinced will continue to do so.




PYGMALION




PREFACE TO PYGMALION


A PROFESSOR OF PHONETICS


The English have no respect for their language, and will not teach their children to speak it. They cannot spell it because they have nothing to spell it with but an old foreign alphabet of which only the consonants—and not all of them—have any agreed speech value. Consequently no man can teach himself what it should sound like from reading it; and it is impossible for an Englishman to open his mouth without making some other Englishman despise him. Most European languages are now accessible in black and white to foreigners: English and French are not thus accessible even to Englishmen and Frenchmen. The reformer we need most today is an energetic enthusiast: that is why I have made such a one the hero of a popular play.


There have been heroes of that kind crying in the wilderness for many years past. When I became interested in the subject towards the end of the eighteen-seventies, the illustrious Alexander Melville Bell, the inventor of Visible Speech, had emigrated to Canada, where his son invented the telephone; but Alexander J. Ellis was still a London patriarch, with an impressive head always covered by a velvet skull cap, for which he would apologize to public meetings in a very courtly manner. He and Tito Pagliardini, another phonetic veteran, were men whom it was impossible to dislike. Henry Sweet, then a young man, lacked their sweetness of character: he was about as conciliatory to conventional mortals as Ibsen or Samuel Butler. His great ability as a phonetician (he was, I think, the best of them all at his job) would have entitled him to high official recognition, and perhaps enabled him to popularize his subject, but for his Satanic contempt for all academic dignitaries and persons in general who thought more of Greek than of phonetics. Once, in the days when the Imperial Institute rose in South Kensington, and Joseph Chamberlain was booming the Empire, I induced the editor of a leading monthly review to commission an article from Sweet on the imperial importance of his subject. When it arrived, it contained nothing but a savagely derisive attack on a professor of language and literature whose chair Sweet regarded as proper to a phonetic expert only. The article, being libellous, had to be returned as impossible; and I had to renounce my dream of dragging its author into the limelight. When I met him afterwards, for the first time for many years, I found to my astonishment that he, who had been a quite tolerably presentable young man, had actually managed by sheer scorn to alter his personal appearance until he had become a sort of walking repudiation of Oxford and all its traditions. It must have been largely in his own despite that he was squeezed into something called a Readership of phonetics there. The future of phonetics rests probably with his pupils, who all swore by him; but nothing could bring the man himself into any sort of compliance with the university to which he nevertheless clung by divine right in an intensely Oxonian way. I daresay his papers, if he has left any, include some satires that may be published without too destructive results fifty years hence. He was, I believe, not in the least an ill-natured man: very much the opposite, I should say; but he would not suffer fools gladly; and to him all scholars who were not rabid phoneticians were fools.


Those who knew him will recognize in my third act the allusion to the Current Shorthand in which he used to write postcards. It may be acquired from a four and sixpenny manual published by the Clarendon Press. The postcards which Mrs Higgins describes are such as I have received from Sweet. I would decipher a sound which a cockney would represent by zerr, and a Frenchman by seu, and then write demanding with some heat what on earth it meant. Sweet, with boundless contempt for my stupidity, would reply that it not only meant but obviously was the word Result, as no other word containing that sound, and capable of making sense with the context, existed in any language spoken on earth. That less expert mortals should require fuller indications was beyond Sweet’s patience. Therefore, though the whole point of his Current Shorthand is that it can express every sound in the language perfectly, vowels as well as consonants, and that your hand has to make no stroke except the easy and current ones with which you write m, n, and u, l, p, and q, scribbling them at whatever angle comes easiest to you, his unfortunate determination to make this remarkable and quite legible script serve also as a shorthand reduced it in his own practice to the most inscrutable of cryptograms. His true objective was the provision of a full, accurate, legible script for our language; but he was led past that by his contempt for the popular Pitman system of shorthand, which he called the Pitfall system. The triumph of Pitman was a triumph of business organization: there was a weekly paper to persuade you to learn Pitman: there were cheap textbooks and exercise books and transcripts of speeches for you to copy, and schools where experienced teachers coached you up to the necessary proficiency. Sweet could not organize his market in that fashion. He might as well have been the Sybil who tore up the leaves of prophecy that nobody would attend to. The four and sixpenny manual, mostly in his lithographed handwriting, that was never vulgarly advertized, may perhaps some day be taken up by a syndicate and pushed upon the public as The Times pushed the Encyclopædia Britannica; but until then it will certainly not prevail against Pitman. I have bought three copies of it during my lifetime; and I am informed by the publishers that its cloistered existence is still a steady and healthy one. I actually learnt the system two several times; and yet the shorthand in which I am writing these lines is Pitman’s. And the reason is, that my secretary cannot transcribe Sweet, having been perforce taught in the schools of Pitman. In America I could use the commercially organized Gregg shorthand, which has taken a hint from Sweet by making its letters writable (current, Sweet would have called them) instead of having to be geometrically drawn like Pitman’s; but all these systems, including Sweet’s, are spoilt by making them available for verbatim reporting, in which complete and exact spelling and word division are impossible. A complete and exact phonetic script is neither practicable nor necessary for ordinary use; but if we enlarge our alphabet to the Russian size, and make our spelling as phonetic as Spanish, the advance will be prodigious.


Pygmalion Higgins is not a portrait of Sweet, to whom the adventure of Eliza Doolittle would have been impossible; still, as will be seen, there are touches of Sweet in the play. With Higgins’s physique and temperament Sweet might have set the Thames on fire. As it was, he impressed himself professionally on Europe to an extent that made his comparative personal obscurity, and the failure of Oxford to do justice to his eminence, a puzzle to foreign specialists in his subject. I do not blame Oxford, because I think Oxford is quite right in demanding a certain social amenity from its nurslings (heaven knows it is not exorbitant in its requirements!); for although I well know how hard it is for a man of genius with a seriously underrated subject to maintain serene and kindly relations with the men who underrate it, and who keep all the best places for less important subjects which they profess without originality and sometimes without much capacity for them, still, if he overwhelms them with wrath and disdain, he cannot expect them to heap honors on him.


Of the later generations of phoneticians I know little. Among them towered Robert Bridges, to whom perhaps Higgins may owe his Miltonic sympathies, though here again I must disclaim all portraiture. But if the play makes the public aware that there are such people as phoneticians, and that they are among the most important people in England at present, it will serve its turn.


I wish to boast that Pygmalion has been an extremely successful play, both on stage and screen, all over Europe and North America as well as at home. It is so intensely and deliberately didactic, and its subject is esteemed so dry, that I delight in throwing it at the heads of the wiseacres who repeat the parrot cry that art should never be didactic. It goes to prove my contention that great art can never be anything else.


Finally, and for the encouragement of people troubled with accents that cut them off from all high employment, I may add that the change wrought by Professor Higgins in the flower-girl is neither impossible nor uncommon. The modern concierge’s daughter who fulfils her ambition by playing the Queen of Spain in Ruy Blas at the Théâtre Français is only one of many thousands of men and women who have sloughed off their native dialects and acquired a new tongue. Our West End shop assistants and domestic servants are bi-lingual. But the thing has to be done scientifically, or the last state of the aspirant may be worse than the first. An honest slum dialect is more tolerable than the attempts of phonetically untaught persons to imitate the plutocracy. Ambitious flower-girls who read this play must not imagine that they can pass themselves off as fine ladies by untutored imitation. They must learn their alphabet over again, and differently, from a phonetic expert. Imitation will only make them ridiculous.




NOTE FOR TECHNICIANS. A complete representation of the play as printed for the first time in this edition is technically possible only on the cinema screen or on stages furnished with exceptionally elaborate machinery. For ordinary theatrical use the scenes separated by rows of asterisks are to be omitted.


In the dialogue an e upside down indicates the indefinite vowel, sometimes called obscure or neutral, for which, though it is one of the commonest sounds in English speech, our wretched alphabet has no letter.




ACT I


London at 11.15 p.m. Torrents of heavy summer rain. Cab whistles blowing frantically in all directions. Pedestrians running for shelter into the portico of St Paul’s church (not Wren’s cathedral but Inigo Jones’s church in Covent Garden vegetable market), among them a lady and her daughter in evening dress. All are peering out gloomily at the rain, except one man with his back turned to the rest, wholly preoccupied with a notebook in which he is writing.


The church clock strikes the first quarter.


THE DAUGHTER [in the space between the central pillars, close to the one on her left] I’m getting chilled to the bone. What can Freddy be doing all this time? He’s been gone twenty minutes.


THE MOTHER [on her daughter’s right] Not so long. But he ought to have got us a cab by this.


A BYSTANDER [on the lady’s right] He won’t get no cab not until half-past eleven, missus, when they come back after dropping their theatre fares.


THE MOTHER. But we must have a cab. We can’t stand here until half-past eleven. It’s too bad.


THE BYSTANDER. Well, it ain’t my fault, missus.


THE DAUGHTER. If Freddy had a bit of gumption, he would have got one at the theatre door.


THE MOTHER. What could he have done, poor boy?


THE DAUGHTER. Other people got cabs. Why couldn’t he?


Freddy rushes in out of the rain from the Southampton Street side, and comes between them closing a dripping umbrella. He is a young man of twenty, in evening dress, very wet round the ankles.


THE DAUGHTER. Well, haven’t you got a cab?


FREDDY. There’s not one to be had for love or money.


THE MOTHER. Oh, Freddy, there must be one. You can’t have tried.


THE DAUGHTER. It’s too tiresome. Do you expect us to go and get one ourselves?


FREDDY. I tell you they’re all engaged. The rain was so sudden: nobody was prepared; and everybody had to take a cab. I’ve been to Charing Cross one way and nearly to Ludgate Circus the other; and they were all engaged.


THE MOTHER. Did you try Trafalgar Square?


FREDDY. There wasn’t one at Trafalgar Square.


THE DAUGHTER. Did you try?


FREDDY. I tried as far as Charing Cross Station. Did you expect me to walk to Hammersmith?


THE DAUGHTER. You haven’t tried at all.


THE MOTHER. You really are very helpless, Freddy. Go again; and don’t come back until you have found a cab.


FREDDY. I shall simply get soaked for nothing.


THE DAUGHTER. And what about us? Are we to stay here all night in this draught, with next to nothing on? You selfish pig—


FREDDY. Oh, very well: I’ll go, I’ll go. [He opens his umbrella and dashes off Strandwards, but comes into collision with a flower girl who is hurrying in for shelter, knocking her basket out of her hands. A blinding flash of lightning, followed instantly by a rattling peal of thunder, orchestrates the incident].


THE FLOWER GIRL. Nah then, Freddy: look wh’ y’ gowin, deah.


FREDDY. Sorry [he rushes off].


THE FLOWER GIRL [picking up her scattered flowers and replacing them in the basket] There’s menners f’ yer! Tə-oo banches o voylets trod into the mad. [She sits down on the plinth of the column, sorting her flowers, on the lady’s right. She is not at all a romantic figure. She is perhaps eighteen, perhaps twenty, hardly older. She wears a little sailor hat of black straw that has long been exposed to the dust and soot of London and has seldom if ever been brushed. Her hair needs washing rather badly: its mousy color can hardly be natural. She wears a shoddy black coat that reaches nearly to her knees and is shaped to her waist. She has a brown skirt with a coarse apron. Her boots are much the worse for wear. She is no doubt as clean as she can afford to be; but compared to the ladies she is very dirty. Her features are no worse than theirs; but their condition leaves something to be desired; and she needs the services of a dentist].


THE MOTHER. How do you know that my son’s name is Freddy, pray?


THE FLOWER GIRL. Ow, eez yə-ooa san, is e? Wal, fewd dan y’ də-ooty bawmz a mather should, eed now bettern to spawl a pore gel’s flahrzn than ran awy athaht pyin. Will yə-oo py me f’them? [Here, with apologies, this desperate attempt to represent her dialect without a phonetic alphabet must be abandoned as unintelligible outside London].


THE DAUGHTER. Do nothing of the sort, mother. The idea!


THE MOTHER. Please allow me, Clara. Have you any pennies?


THE DAUGHTER. No. I’ve nothing smaller than sixpence.


THE FLOWER GIRL [hopefully] I can give you change for a tanner, kind lady.


THE MOTHER [to Clara] Give it to me. [Clara parts reluctantly]. Now [to the girl] this is for your flowers.


THE FLOWER GIRL. Thank you kindly, lady.


THE DAUGHTER. Make her give you the change. These things are only a penny a bunch.


THE MOTHER. Do hold your tongue, Clara. [To the girl] You can keep the change.


THE FLOWER GIRL. Oh, thank you, lady.


THE MOTHER. Now tell me how you know that young gentleman’s name.


THE FLOWER GIRL. I didn’t.


THE MOTHER. I heard you call him by it. Don’t try to deceive me.


THE FLOWER GIRL [protesting] Who’s trying to deceive you? I called him Freddy or Charlie same as you might yourself if you was talking to a stranger and wished to be pleasant.


THE DAUGHTER. Sixpence thrown away! Really, mamma, you might have spared Freddy that. [She retreats in disgust behind the pillar].


An elderly gentleman of the amiable military type rushes into the shelter, and closes a dripping umbrella. He is in the same plight as Freddy, very wet about the ankles. He is in evening dress, with a light overcoat. He takes the place left vacant by the daughter.


THE GENTLEMAN. Phew!


THE MOTHER [to the gentleman] Oh, sir, is there any sign of its stopping?


THE GENTLEMAN. I’m afraid not. It started worse than ever about two minutes ago. [He goes to the plinth beside the flower girl; puts up his foot on it; and stoops to turn down his trouser ends].


THE MOTHER. Oh dear! [She retires sadly and joins her daughter].


THE FLOWER GIRL [taking advantage of the military gentleman’s proximity to establish friendly relations with him] If it’s worse, it’s a sign it’s nearly over. So cheer up, Captain; and buy a flower off a poor girl.


THE GENTLEMAN. I’m sorry. I haven’t any change.


THE FLOWER GIRL. I can give you change, Captain.


THE GENTLEMAN. For a sovereign? I’ve nothing less.


THE FLOWER GIRL. Garn! Oh do buy a flower off me, Captain. I can change half-a-crown. Take this for tuppence.


THE GENTLEMAN. Now don’t be troublesome: there’s a good girl. [Trying his pockets] I really haven’t any change—Stop: here’s three hapence, if that’s any use to you [he retreats to the other pillar].


THE FLOWER GIRL [disappointed, but thinking three halfpence better than nothing] Thank you, sir.


THE BYSTANDER [to the girl] You be careful: give him a flower for it. There’s a bloke here behind taking down every blessed word you’re saying. [All turn to the man who is taking notes].


THE FLOWER GIRL [springing up terrified] I ain’t done nothing wrong by speaking to the gentleman. I’ve a right to sell flowers if I keep off the kerb. [Hysterically] I’m a respectable girl: so help me, I never spoke to him except to ask him to buy a flower off me.


General hubbub, mostly sympathetic to the flower girl, but deprecating her excessive sensibility. Cries of Don’t start hollerin. Who’s hurting you? Nobody’s going to touch you. What’s the good of fussing? Steady on. Easy, easy, etc., come from the elderly staid spectators, who pat her comfortingly. Less patient ones bid her shut her head, or ask her roughly what is wrong with her. A remoter group, not knowing what the matter is, crowd in and increase the noise with question and answer: What’s the row? What she do? Where is he? A tec taking her down. What! him? Yes: him over there. Took money off the gentleman, etc.


THE FLOWER GIRL [breaking through them to the gentleman, crying wildly] Oh, sir, don’t let him charge me. You dunno what it means to me. They’ll take away my character and drive me on the streets for speaking to gentlemen. They—


THE NOTE TAKER [coming forward on her right, the rest crowding after him] There! there! there! there! Who’s hurting you, you silly girl? What do you take me for?


THE BYSTANDER. It’s aw rawt: e’s a genleman: look at his bə-oots. [Explaining to the note taker] She thought you was a copper’s nark, sir.


THE NOTE TAKER [with quick interest] What’s a copper’s nark?


THE BYSTANDER [inept at definition] It’s a—well, it’s a copper’s nark, as you might say. What else would you call it? A sort of informer.


THE FLOWER GIRL [still hysterical] I take my Bible oath I never said a word—


THE NOTE TAKER [overbearing but good-humored] Oh, shut up, shut up. Do I look like a policeman?


THE FLOWER GIRL [far from reassured] Then what did you take down my words for? How do I know whether you took me down right? You just show me what you’ve wrote about me. [The note taker opens his book and holds it steadily under her nose, though the pressure of the mob trying to read it over his shoulders would upset a weaker man]. What’s that? That ain’t proper writing. I can’t read that.


THE NOTE TAKER. I can. [Reads, reproducing her pronunciation exactly] “Cheer ap, Keptin; n’ baw ya flahr orf a pore gel.”


THE FLOWER GIRL [much distressed] It’s because I called him Captain. I meant no harm. [To the gentleman] Oh, sir, don’t let him lay a charge agen me for a word like that. You—


THE GENTLEMAN. Charge! I make no charge. [To the note taker] Really, sir, if you are a detective, you need not begin protecting me against molestation by young women until I ask you. Anybody could see that the girl meant no harm.


THE BYSTANDERS GENERALLY [demonstrating against police espionage] Course they could. What business is it of yours? You mind your own affairs. He wants promotion, he does. Taking down people’s words! Girl never said a word to him. What harm if she did? Nice thing a girl can’t shelter from the rain without being insulted, etc., etc., etc. [She is conducted by the more sympathetic demonstrators back to her plinth, where she resumes her seat and struggles with her emotion].


THE BYSTANDER. He ain’t a tec. He’s a blooming busybody: that’s what he is. I tell you, look at his bə-oots.


THE NOTE TAKER [turning on him genially] And how are all your people down at Selsey?


THE BYSTANDER [suspiciously] Who told you my people come from Selsey?


THE NOTE TAKER. Never you mind. They did. [To the girl] How do you come to be up so far east? You were born in Lisson Grove.


THE FLOWER GIRL [appalled] Oh, what harm is there in my leaving Lisson Grove? It wasn’t fit for a pig to live in; and I had to pay four-and-six a week. [In tears] Oh, boo—hoo—oo—


THE NOTE TAKER. Live where you like; but stop that noise.


THE GENTLEMAN [to the girl] Come, come! he can’t touch you: you have a right to live where you please.


A SARCASTIC BYSTANDER [thrusting himself between the note taker and the gentleman] Park Lane, for instance. I’d like to go into the Housing Question with you, I would.


THE FLOWER GIRL [subsiding into a brooding melancholy over her basket, and talking very low-spiritedly to herself] I’m a good girl, I am.


THE SARCASTIC BYSTANDER [not attending to her] Do you know where I come from?


THE NOTE TAKER [promptly] Hoxton.


Titterings. Popular interest in the note taker’s performance increases.


THE SARCASTIC ONE [amazed] Well, who said I didn’t? Bly me! you know everything, you do.


THE FLOWER GIRL [still nursing her sense of injury] Ain’t no call to meddle with me, he ain’t.


THE BYSTANDER [to her] Of course he ain’t. Don’t you stand it from him. [To the note taker] See here: what call have you to know about people what never offered to meddle with you?


THE FLOWER GIRL. Let him say what he likes. I don’t want to have no truck with him.


THE BYSTANDER. You take us for dirt under your feet, don’t you? Catch you taking liberties with a gentleman!


THE SARCASTIC BYSTANDER. Yes: tell him where he come from if you want to go fortune-telling.


THE NOTE TAKER. Cheltenham, Harrow, Cambridge, and India.


THE GENTLEMAN. Quite right.


Great laughter. Reaction in the note taker’s favor. Exclamations of He knows all about it. Told him proper. Hear him tell the toff where he come from? etc.


THE GENTLEMAN. May I ask, sir, do you do this for your living at a music hall?


THE NOTE TAKER. I’ve thought of that. Perhaps I shall some day.


The rain has stopped; and the persons on the outside of the crowd begin to drop off.


THE FLOWER GIRL [resenting the reaction] He’s no gentleman, he ain’t, to interfere with a poor girl.


THE DAUGHTER [out of patience, pushing her way rudely to the front and displacing the gentleman, who politely retires to the other side of the pillar] What on earth is Freddy doing? I shall get pneumownia if I stay in this draught any longer.


THE NOTE TAKER [to himself, hastily making a note of her pronunciation of “monia”] Earl’s Court.


THE DAUGHTER [violently] Will you please keep your impertinent remarks to yourself.


THE NOTE TAKER. Did I say that out loud? I didn’t mean to. I beg your pardon. Your mother’s Epsom, unmistakably.


THE MOTHER [advancing between the daughter and the note taker] How very curious! I was brought up in Largelady Park, near Epsom.


THE NOTE TAKER [uproariously amused] Ha! ha! What a devil of a name! Excuse me. [To the daughter] You want a cab, do you?


THE DAUGHTER. Don’t dare speak to me.


THE MOTHER. Oh please, please, Clara. [Her daughter repudiates her with an angry shrug and retires haughtily]. We should be so grateful to you, sir, if you found us a cab. [The note taker produces a whistle]. Oh, thank you. [She joins her daughter].


The note taker blows a piercing blast.


THE SARCASTIC BYSTANDER. There! I knowed he was a plain-clothes copper.


THE BYSTANDER. That ain’t a police whistle: that’s a sporting whistle.


THE FLOWER GIRL [still preoccupied with her wounded feelings] He’s no right to take away my character. My character is the same to me as any lady’s.


THE NOTE TAKER. I don’t know whether you’ve noticed it; but the rain stopped about two minutes ago.


THE BYSTANDER. So it has. Why didn’t you say so before? And us losing our time listening to your silliness! [He walks off towards the Strand].


THE SARCASTIC BYSTANDER. I can tell where you come from. You come from Anwell. Go back there.


THE NOTE TAKER [helpfully] Hanwell.


THE SARCASTIC BYSTANDER [affecting great distinction of speech] Thenk you, teacher. Haw haw! So long [he touches his hat with mock respect and strolls off].


THE FLOWER GIRL. Frightening people like that! How would he like it himself?


THE MOTHER. It’s quite fine now, Clara. We can walk to a motor bus. Come. [She gathers her skirts above her ankles and hurries off towards the Strand].


THE DAUGHTER. But the cab— [her mother is out of hearing]. Oh, how tiresome! [She follows angrily].


All the rest have gone except the note taker, the gentleman, and the flower girl, who sits arranging her basket, and still pitying herself in murmurs.


THE FLOWER GIRL. Poor girl! Hard enough for her to live without being worrited and chivied.


THE GENTLEMAN [returning to his former place on the note taker’s left] How do you do it, if I may ask?


THE NOTE TAKER. Simply phonetics. The science of speech. That’s my profession: also my hobby. Happy is the man who can make a living by his hobby! You can spot an Irishman or a Yorkshireman by his brogue. I can place any man within six miles. I can place him within two miles in London. Sometimes within two streets.


THE FLOWER GIRL. Ought to be ashamed of himself, unmanly coward!


THE GENTLEMAN. But is there a living in that?


THE NOTE TAKER. Oh yes. Quite a fat one. This is an age of upstarts. Men begin in Kentish Town with eighty pounds a year, and end in Park Lane with a hundred thousand. They want to drop Kentish Town; but they give themselves away every time they open their mouths. Now I can teach them—


THE FLOWER GIRL. Let him mind his own business and leave a poor girl—


THE NOTE TAKER [explosively] Woman: cease this detestable boohooing instantly; or else seek the shelter of some other place of worship.


THE FLOWER GIRL [with feeble defiance] I’ve a right to be here if I like, same as you.


THE NOTE TAKER. A woman who utters such depressing and disgusting sounds has no right to be anywhere—no right to live. Remember that you are a human being with a soul and the divine gift of articulate speech: that your native language is the language of Shakespear and Milton and The Bible; and don’t sit there crooning like a bilious pigeon.


THE FLOWER GIRL [quite overwhelmed, looking up at him in mingled wonder and deprecation without daring to raise her head] Ah-ah-ah-ow-ow-ow-oo!


THE NOTE TAKER [whipping out his book] Heavens! what a sound! [He writes; then holds out the book and reads, reproducing her vowels exactly] Ah-ah-ah-ow-ow-ow-oo!


THE FLOWER GIRL [tickled by the performance, and laughing in spite of herself] Garn!


THE NOTE TAKER. You see this creature with her kerbstone English: the English that will keep her in the gutter to the end of her days. Well, sir, in three months I could pass that girl off as a duchess at an ambassador’s garden party. I could even get her a place as lady’s maid or shop assistant, which requires better English.


THE FLOWER GIRL. What’s that you say?


THE NOTE TAKER. Yes, you squashed cabbage leaf, you disgrace to the noble architecture of these columns, you incarnate insult to the English language: I could pass you off as the Queen of Sheba. [To the gentleman] Can you believe that?


THE GENTLEMAN. Of course I can. I am myself a student of Indian dialects; and—


THE NOTE TAKER [eagerly] Are you? Do you know Colonel Pickering, the author of Spoken Sanscrit?


THE GENTLEMAN. I am Colonel Pickering. Who are you?


THE NOTE TAKER. Henry Higgins, author of Higgins’s Universal Alphabet.


PICKERING [with enthusiasm] I came from India to meet you.


HIGGINS. I was going to India to meet you.


PICKERING. Where do you live?


HIGGINS. 27A Wimpole Street. Come and see me tomorrow.


PICKERING. I’m at the Carlton. Come with me now and let’s have a jaw over some supper.


HIGGINS. Right you are.


THE FLOWER GIRL [to Pickering, as he passes her] Buy a flower, kind gentleman. I’m short for my lodging.


PICKERING. I really haven’t any change. I’m sorry [he goes away].


HIGGINS [shocked at the girl’s mendacity] Liar. You said you could change half-a-crown.


THE FLOWER GIRL [rising in desperation] You ought to be stuffed with nails, you ought. [Flinging the basket at his feet] Take the whole blooming basket for sixpence.


The church clock strikes the second quarter.


HIGGINS [hearing in it the voice of God, rebuking him for his Pharisaic want of charity to the poor girl] A reminder. [He raises his hat solemnly; then throws a handful of money into the basket and follows Pickering].


THE FLOWER GIRL [picking up a half-crown] Ah-ow-ooh! [Picking up a couple of florins] Aaah-ow-ooh! [Picking up several coins] Aaaaaah-ow-ooh! [Picking up a half-sovereign] Aaaaaaaaaaaah-ow-ooh!!!


FREDDY [springing out of a taxicab] Got one at last. Hallo! [To the girl] Where are the two ladies that were here?


THE FLOWER GIRL. They walked to the bus when the rain stopped.


FREDDY. And left me with a cab on my hands! Damnation!


THE FLOWER GIRL [with grandeur] Never mind, young man. I’m going home in a taxi. [She sails off to the cab. The driver puts his hand behind him and holds the door firmly shut against her. Quite understanding his mistrust, she shews him her handful of money]. A taxi fare ain’t no object to me, Charlie. [He grins and opens the door]. Here. What about the basket?


THE TAXIMAN. Give it here. Tuppence extra.


THE FLOWER GIRL. No: I don’t want nobody to see it. [She crushes it into the cab and gets in, continuing the conversation through the window] Goodbye, Freddy.


FREDDY [dazedly raising his hat] Goodbye.


TAXIMAN. Where to?


THE FLOWER GIRL. Bucknam Pellis [Buckingham Palace].


TAXIMAN. What d’ye mean—Bucknam Pellis?


THE FLOWER GIRL. Don’t you know where it is? In the Green Park, where the King lives. Goodbye, Freddy. Don’t let me keep you standing there. Goodbye.


FREDDY. Goodbye. [He goes].


TAXIMAN. Here? What’s this about Bucknam Pellis? What business have you at Bucknam Pellis?


THE FLOWER GIRL. Of course I haven’t none. But I wasn’t going to let him know that. You drive me home.


TAXIMAN. And where’s home?


THE FLOWER GIRL. Angel Court, Drury Lane, next Meiklejohn’s oil shop.


TAXIMAN. That sounds more like it, Judy. [He drives off].


*   *   *   *   *   *


Let us follow the taxi to the entrance to Angel Court, a narrow little archway between two shops, one of them Meiklejohn’s oil shop. When it stops there, the flower girl gets out, dragging her basket with her.


THE FLOWER GIRL. How much?


TAXIMAN [indicating the taximeter] Can’t you read? A shilling.


THE FLOWER GIRL. A shilling for two minutes!!


TAXIMAN. Two minutes or ten: it’s all the same.


THE FLOWER GIRL. Well, I don’t call it right.


TAXIMAN. Ever been in a taxi before?


THE FLOWER GIRL [with dignity] Hundreds and thousands of times, young man.


TAXIMAN [laughing at her] Good for you, Judy. Keep the shilling, darling, with best love from all at home. Good luck! [He drives off].


THE FLOWER GIRL [humiliated] Impidence!


She picks up the basket and trudges up the alley with it to her lodging: a small room with very old wall paper hanging loose in the damp places. A broken pane in the window is mended with paper. A portrait of a popular actor and a fashion plate of ladies’ dresses, all wildly beyond the poor flower girl’s means, both torn from newspapers, are pinned up on the wall. A bird-cage hangs in the window; but its tenant died long ago; it remains as a memorial only.


These are the only visible luxuries: the rest is the irreducible minimum of poverty’s needs: a wretched bed heaped with all sorts of coverings that have any warmth in them, a draped packing case with a basin and jug on it and a little looking glass over it, a chair and table, the refuse of some suburban kitchen, and an American alarum clock on the shelf above the unused fireplace: the whole lighted with a gas lamp with a penny in the slot meter. Rent: four shillings a week.


Here the flower girl, chronically weary, but too excited to go to bed, sits, counting her new riches and dreaming and planning what to do with them, until the gas goes out, when she enjoys for the first time the sensation of being able to put in another penny without grudging it. This prodigal mood does not extinguish her gnawing sense of the need for economy sufficiently to prevent her from calculating that she can dream and plan in bed more cheaply and warmly than sitting up without a fire. So she takes off her shawl and skirt and adds them to the miscellaneous bedclothes. Then she kicks off her shoes and gets into bed without any further change.




ACT II


Next day at 11 a.m. Higgins’s laboratory in Wimpole Street. It is a room on the first floor, looking on the street, and was meant for the drawing room. The double doors are in the middle of the back wall; and persons entering find in the corner to their right two tall file cabinets at right angles to one another against the walls. In this corner stands a flat writing-table, on which are a phonograph, a laryngoscope, a row of tiny organ pipes with a bellows, a set of lamp chimneys for singing flames with burners attached to a gas plug in the wall by an indiarubber tube, several tuning-forks of different sizes, a life-size image of half a human head, shewing in section the vocal organs, and a box containing a supply of wax cylinders for the phonograph.


Further down the room, on the same side, is a fireplace, with a comfortable leather-covered easy-chair at the side of the hearth nearest the door, and a coal-scuttle. There is a clock on the mantelpiece. Between the fireplace and the phonograph table is a stand for newspapers.


On the other side of the central door, to the left of the visitor, is a cabinet of shallow drawers. On it is a telephone and the telephone directory. The corner beyond, and most of the side wall, is occupied by a grand piano, with the keyboard at the end furthest from the door, and a bench for the player extending the full length of the keyboard. On the piano is a dessert dish heaped with fruit and sweets, mostly chocolates.


The middle of the room is clear. Besides the easy-chair, the piano bench, and two chairs at the phonograph table, there is one stray chair. It stands near the fireplace. On the walls, engravings: mostly Piranesis and mezzotint portraits. No paintings.


Pickering is seated at the table, putting down some cards and a tuning-fork which he has been using. Higgins is standing up near him, closing two or three file drawers which are hanging out. He appears in the morning light as a robust, vital, appetizing sort of man of forty or thereabouts, dressed in a professional-looking black frock-coat with a white linen collar and black silk tie. He is of the energetic, scientific type, heartily, even violently interested in everything that can be studied as a scientific subject, and careless about himself and other people, including their feelings. He is, in fact, but for his years and size, rather like a very impetuous baby “taking notice” eagerly and loudly, and requiring almost as much watching to keep him out of unintended mischief. His manner varies from genial bullying when he is in a good humor to stormy petulance when anything goes wrong; but he is so entirely frank and void of malice that he remains likeable even in his least reasonable moments.


HIGGINS [as he shuts the last drawer] Well, I think that’s the whole show.


PICKERING. It’s really amazing. I haven’t taken half of it in, you know.


HIGGINS. Would you like to go over any of it again?


PICKERING [rising and coming to the fireplace, where he plants himself with his back to the fire] No, thank you: not now. I’m quite done up for this morning.


HIGGINS [following him, and standing beside him on his left] Tired of listening to sounds?


PICKERING. Yes. It’s a fearful strain. I rather fancied myself because I can pronounce twenty-four distinct vowel sounds; but your hundred and thirty beat me. I can’t hear a bit of difference between most of them.


HIGGINS [chuckling, and going over to the piano to eat sweets] Oh, that comes with practice. You hear no difference at first; but you keep on listening, and presently you find they’re all as different as A from B. [Mrs Pearce looks in: she is Higgins’s housekeeper]. What’s the matter?


MRS PEARCE [hesitating, evidently perplexed] A young woman asks to see you, sir.


HIGGINS. A young woman! What does she want?


MRS PEARCE. Well, sir, she says you’ll be glad to see her when you know what she’s come about. She’s quite a common girl, sir. Very common indeed. I should have sent her away, only I thought perhaps you wanted her to talk into your machines. I hope I’ve not done wrong; but really you see such queer people sometimes—you’ll excuse me, I’m sure, sir—


HIGGINS. Oh, that’s all right, Mrs Pearce. Has she an interesting accent?


MRS PEARCE. Oh, something dreadful, sir, really. I don’t know how you can take an interest in it.


HIGGINS [to Pickering] Let’s have her up. Shew her up, Mrs Pearce [he rushes across to his working table and picks out a cylinder to use on the phonograph].


MRS PEARCE [only half resigned to it] Very well, sir. It’s for you to say. [She goes downstairs].


HIGGINS. This is rather a bit of luck. I’ll shew you how I make records. We’ll set her talking; and I’ll take it down first in Bell’s Visible Speech; then in broad Romic; and then we’ll get her on the phonograph so that you can turn her on as often as you like with the written transcript before you.


MRS PEARCE [returning] This is the young woman, sir.


The flower girl enters in state. She has a hat with three ostrich feathers, orange, sky-blue, and red. She has a nearly clean apron, and the shoddy coat has been tidied a little. The pathos of this deplorable figure, with its innocent vanity and consequential air, touches Pickering, who has already straightened himself in the presence of Mrs Pearce. But as to Higgins, the only distinction he makes between men and women is that when he is neither bullying nor exclaiming to the heavens against some feather-weight cross, he coaxes women as a child coaxes its nurse when it wants to get anything out of her.


HIGGINS [brusquely, recognizing her with unconcealed disappointment, and at once, babylike, making an intolerable grievance of it] Why, this is the girl I jotted down last night. She’s no use: I’ve got all the records I want of the Lisson Grove lingo; and I’m not going to waste another cylinder on it. [To the girl] Be off with you: I don’t want you.


THE FLOWER GIRL. Don’t you be so saucy. You ain’t heard what I come for yet. [To Mrs Pearce, who is waiting at the door for further instructions] Did you tell him I come in a taxi?


MRS PEARCE. Nonsense, girl! What do you think a gentleman like Mr Higgins cares what you came in?


THE FLOWER GIRL. Oh, we are proud! He ain’t above giving lessons, not him: I heard him say so. Well, I ain’t come here to ask for any compliment; and if my money’s not good enough I can go elsewhere.


HIGGINS. Good enough for what?


THE FLOWER GIRL. Good enough for yə-oo. Now you know, don’t you? I’m come to have lessons, I am. And to pay for em tə-oo: make no mistake.


HIGGINS [stupent] Well!!! [Recovering his breath with a gasp] What do you expect me to say to you?


THE FLOWER GIRL. Well, if you was a gentleman, you might ask me to sit down, I think. Don’t I tell you I’m bringing you business?


HIGGINS. Pickering: shall we ask this baggage to sit down, or shall we throw her out of the window?


THE FLOWER GIRL [running away in terror to the piano, where she turns at bay] Ah-ah-oh-ow-ow-ow-oo! [Wounded and whimpering] I won’t be called a baggage when I’ve offered to pay like any lady.


Motionless, the two men stare at her from the other side of the room, amazed.


PICKERING [gently] But what is it you want?


THE FLOWER GIRL. I want to be a lady in a flower shop stead of sellin at the corner of Tottenham Court Road. But they won’t take me unless I can talk more genteel. He said he could teach me. Well, here I am ready to pay him—not asking any favor—and he treats me zif I was dirt.


MRS PEARCE. How can you be such a foolish ignorant girl as to think you could afford to pay Mr Higgins?


THE FLOWER GIRL. Why shouldn’t I? I know what lessons cost as well as you do; and I’m ready to pay.


HIGGINS. How much?


THE FLOWER GIRL [coming back to him, triumphant] Now you’re talking! I thought you’d come off it when you saw a chance of getting back a bit of what you chucked at me last night. [Confidentially]You’d had a drop in, hadn’t you?


HIGGINS [peremptorily] Sit down.


THE FLOWER GIRL. Oh, if you’re going to make a compliment of it—


HIGGINS [thundering at her] Sit down.


MRS PEARCE [severely] Sit down, girl. Do as you’re told.


THE FLOWER GIRL. Ah-ah-ah-ow-ow-oo! [She stands, half rebellious, half bewildered].


PICKERING [very courteous] Won’t you sit down? [He places the stray chair near the hearthrug between himself and Higgins].


THE FLOWER GIRL [coyly] Don’t mind if I do. [She sits down. Pickering returns to the hearthrug].


HIGGINS. What’s your name?


THE FLOWER GIRL. Liza Doolittle.


HIGGINS [declaiming gravely]


Eliza, Elizabeth, Betsy and Bess,


They went to the woods to get a bird’s nes’:


PICKERING. They found a nest with four eggs in it:


HIGGINS. They took one apiece, and left three in it.


They laugh heartily at their own fun.


LIZA. Oh, don’t be silly.


MRS PEARCE [placing herself behind Eliza’s chair] You mustn’t speak to the gentleman like that.


LIZA. Well, why won’t he speak sensible to me?


HIGGINS. Come back to business. How much do you propose to pay me for the lessons?


LIZA. Oh, I know what’s right. A lady friend of mine gets French lessons for eighteenpence an hour from a real French gentleman. Well, you wouldn’t have the face to ask me the same for teaching me my own language as you would for French; so I won’t give more than a shilling. Take it or leave it.


HIGGINS [walking up and down the room, rattling his keys and his cash in his pockets] You know, Pickering, if you consider a shilling, not as a simple shilling, but as a percentage of this girl’s income, it works out as fully equivalent to sixty or seventy guineas from a millionaire.


PICKERING. How so?


HIGGINS. Figure it out. A millionaire has about a hundred and fifty pounds a day. She earns about half-a-crown.


LIZA [haughtily] Who told you I only—


HIGGINS [continuing] She offers me two-fifths of her day’s income for a lesson. Two-fifths of a millionaire’s income for a day would be somewhere about sixty pounds. It’s handsome. By George, it’s enormous! It’s the biggest offer I ever had.


LIZA [rising, terrified] Sixty pounds! What are you talking about? I never offered you sixty pounds. Where would I get—


HIGGINS. Hold your tongue.


LIZA [weeping] But I ain’t got sixty pounds. Oh—


MRS PEARCE. Don’t cry, you silly girl. Sit down. Nobody is going to touch your money.


HIGGINS. Somebody is going to touch you, with a broomstick, if you don’t stop snivelling. Sit down.


LIZA [obeying slowly] Ah-ah-ah-ow-oo-o! One would think you was my father.


HIGGINS. If I decide to teach you, I’ll be worse than two fathers to you. Here [he offers her his silk handkerchief]!
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