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INTRODUCTION The Triumph of Artifice
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Oscar Wilde’s short run of success with his brilliant social comedies was one of the most remarkable episodes in literary history. In a span of just three years, from 1892 to 1895, Wilde established himself, alongside George Bernard Shaw, as the premier playwright of England. Then, just as quickly and brilliantly as he had ascended, Wilde plunged into obscurity. After three scandalous trials centering on the issue of Wilde’s homosexuality, The Importance of Being Earnest and An Ideal Husband were shut down in the middle of their lucrative runs, and Wilde’s career as a playwright was over. His writing was obscured by prurient rumor, homophobia, and hypocritical shock and condemnation.

It took decades for Wilde’s work to reemerge as worthy of study. When it did, his readers found that the plays that had delighted Wilde’s contemporary audiences had a doubled life on the page. What seemed on the surface to be merely ridiculous situations and nonsensical paradoxes designed to get a laugh revealed themselves to be subtle experiments in social critique and philosophy. Wilde’s plays move expertly from the subject of faith in marriage to political power to motherhood and back to romance, desire, and identity. When scholars have returned to Wilde’s life to mine its fascinating contradictions for insight into the quicksilver genius of the plays, they have found parables of identity, codes of gay life, and commentary on truth and art. Looking at Salomé, the only play presented in this volume that was banned from production in England, they found further evidence of Wilde’s bold imagination, complexity, and tolerance for endless paradox.

For more than one hundred years, Wilde’s comedies have retained their fresh laughter and their delicate grace, and Hollywood, whose worship of style and glamour could have been invented by Wilde himself, turns out new productions of them on a regular basis. Salomé’s weird sensuality and chilling perversity still shock and enthrall theatergoers in an age when it sometimes seems there are no taboos left. Wilde’s epigrams, which have turned ever more from nonsense to truth as the years have progressed, are regularly quoted (and misquoted) by those who have no idea that they were written by Wilde, let alone which play they come from. To enter the world of these plays is to be lifted into Wilde’s strange and surprising world and to realize how thoroughly his sensibility has become our own.

Life and Work of Oscar Wilde

Oscar Fingal O’Flahertie Wills Wilde was born on October 16, 1854, to the Irish nationalist and writer Speranza Wilde and eye-and-ear doctor William Wilde. Young Oscar did exceptionally well at school, earning scholarships and taking high honors at both Trinity College Dublin and Oxford. While at Oxford, he met his teacher and mentor, Walter Pater, and became an enthusiastic follower of the aesthetic movement Pater championed.

After graduating from Oxford in 1874, Wilde moved to London. He quickly gained notoriety for his sharp wit and flamboyant style of dress—he was especially famous for wearing a dyed-green carnation, a French symbol of decadence and homosexuality, in his lapel. In addition to writing plays and criticism, Wilde traveled in London’s most brilliant social circles, becoming a local celebrity. When he traveled to America to speak on aestheticism in 1882, he thrilled audiences from New York City socialites to western miners. By the time he returned to London, he was a transatlantic sensation.

In the early 1880s, Wilde was regularly publishing plays and poems, but they were received badly. It wasn’t until the late 1880s and early 1890s that he published some of his best-loved works, including The Happy Prince and Other Tales (1888), as well as a number of influential critical volumes, including Intentions (1891) and The Soul of Man under Socialism (1891).

Wilde married Constance Lloyd in 1884. They had two sons, Cyril (1885) and Vyvyan (1886). Wilde had been married only two years when he met Robert Ross, who claimed to have initiated him into physical homosexuality. Whether or not he did, Ross became a close and loyal friend to Wilde and later was his literary executor.

In 1891, the thirty-seven-year-old Wilde was captivated by handsome, spoiled, twenty-year-old playboy Lord Alfred “Bosie” Douglas and began the major affair of his life, one whose volatility soon would endanger him. The same year, Wilde’s greatly expanded version of the “Dorian Gray” story was published as the novel The Picture of Dorian Gray. Dorian’s sensual life caused enormous controversy—almost as much as Wilde’s life itself. Together, Dorian and Bosie spelled disaster for Wilde.

Wilde’s relationship with Douglas infuriated the latter’s father, the Marquess of Queensberry. When Queensberry left a card for Wilde at his club, addressed to “Oscar Wilde, Somdomite [sic],” Wilde foolishly sued for libel. He lost, and Queensberry retaliated by instituting proceedings against Wilde for homosexuality. Waving aside opportunities to flee England, Wilde stood two trials. The first ended without a verdict. At the end of the second trial, Wilde was convicted and sentenced to two years in prison. Because Queensberry forced him into bankruptcy, all his possessions were auctioned. Tragically, Wilde’s downfall came at the height of his career. An Ideal Husband and The Importance of Being Earnest had been playing to full houses in London.

Although he was allowed only one sheet of paper at a time while in prison, Wilde managed to compose De Profundis, a chronicle of his spiritual quest. During his years in prison, his mother died, and his wife, Constance, moved abroad and took the name of Holland for herself and their sons. After her death in 1898, Wilde was denied access to his sons. When he had served his sentence, a greatly weakened Wilde moved to Paris and took the name Sebastian Melmoth, after the protaganist of Melmoth the Wanderer, a novel about a man who sells his soul to the devil, written by Wilde’s relative Reverend Charles Maturin. In the final years of his life, Wilde wrote little besides “The Ballad of Reading Gaol,” which he signed only as “C.3.3,” the number of his cell. Wilde died in a hotel room, either of syphilis or of complications from an ear infection and meningitis, in Paris on November 30, 1900.

Historical and Literary Context

The late Victorian era

Wilde’s life and work belong to the late Victorian era, a period marked by both genteel country house parties and growing political unrest. The complicated tangle of political matters known as the “Irish Question” was particularly urgent. Home Rule, the idea that the Irish could and should rule themselves, was one of the great controversies of the day. The great wave of the Industrial Revolution had swelled England’s cities with underpaid, exploited workers who lived in teeming slums. Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels had published their famous works—The Communist Manifesto and Capital—and the question of the laborer and his role in society was fiercely debated, especially as some workers gained the vote and the labor movement became an important force in politics. The “New Woman” was growing increasingly vocal in her demands for freedom, education, political power, and clothes that allowed her to move and breathe easily while she campaigned for equality. Abroad, the great British Empire, ever more important to the “luster of the crown” in the popular imagination, drifted in and out of crisis.

Fin de siècle, Decadence, and Symbolism

In addition to being a part of this tumultuous era, Wilde’s plays also responded to the mood special to the 1890s, or the fin de siècle (“end of the century”), as it was known in France. Exhausted by nearly a century of cultural, economic, political, technological, and religious change, Victorians on the brink of the century’s turn affected a jaded weariness and searched out fresh sensations and spectacles to relieve their ennui. In France, the fin de siècle expressed itself in the Decadence movement, which sought beauty in that which mainstream society rejected as gruesome, immoral, and perverse, and in the experiments of the Symbolist poets and playwrights, who rejected the tenets of Realism and sought instead to provide a link to the inexpressible. Rather than emphasizing meaning and plot, the Symbolists experimented with patterns of color, sound, and synesthesia. The experimental, color-coded lyricism of Salomé owes much to the Symbolists—Wilde conceived of the play while in Paris and originally wrote it in French. The father of the Decadence movement was Symbolist poet Charles Baudelaire, author of Les fleurs du mal (The Flowers of Evil, 1857), which provided the Symbolists with their pattern. Joris-Karl Huysmans’s 1884 novel A rebours (Against the Grain), referred to as “the little yellow book,” was a virtual textbook for Decadence and profoundly influenced Wilde. Other poets associated with the Decadence movement include Arthur Rimbaud, Paul Verlaine, and Stéphane Mallarmé.

Aestheticism

While Decadence reigned in France, Aestheticism flourished in England. Wilde’s teacher and friend at Oxford, Walter Pater, was regarded as the founder of the movement. In Studies in the History of the Renaissance (1873), Pater had explored in intimate, seductive detail the pleasures of a life devoted to the appreciation of beauty and had called for his readers to fan the “hard, gem-like flame” of self-fulfillment through a devotion to their senses. In the context of a Victorian culture devoted to efficiency, the bottom line, and the suppression of sensuality in all its forms, this was a radical idea. Pitting themselves directly against the moralizing sentimentality of didactic Victorian art and literature (such as the “three volume novels” mentioned in The Importance of Being Earnest), the Aestheticists argued that art’s role was not to be moral or useful or to teach “lessons” but to be an object of beauty that transcended humans and human questions. The Aestheticists strove to make their lives works of art, an idea typified by Wilde’s devotion to the artful dress and speech of the dandy.


“Well-made plays” and the new social realism

In the mid-Victorian age, the theater had fallen into disrepute and had been replaced by that enchanting new literary genre, the novel. But by the late Victorian age, the respectable middle class had been wooed back to the theater by pleasant entertainments such as Gilbert and Sullivan’s musicals and the “well-made plays” patterned after French playwright Eugene Scribe’s template. These fashionable, lavishly produced, technically adroit, but insubstantial comedies and melodramas were the Hollywood films of their day. They provided thrills, chills, spills, and happy endings (or a good, moral cry). Although these works often dabbled in immorality—adultery was a common subject—transgressors were always punished, villains and heroes were easily identified, and the more dangerous subjects were set safely in ancient history. In the early 1890s, the new Social Realism of Norwegian playwright Henrik Ibsen arrived to baffle and scandalize the fans of well-made plays with thrillingly intense examinations of the dark side of middle-class life. Wilde admired Ibsen’s daring critique, but, like the Symbolists, he rejected the tenets of Realism, choosing instead to subvert the well-made plays to his own end in the same ways in which his dandies subvert their social worlds without ever leaving them.






CHRONOLOGY OF OSCAR WILDE’S LIFE AND WORK
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	1854: Oscar Fingal O’Flahertie Wills Wilde is born in Dublin on October 16.

	1871: Wilde studies Classics at Trinity College Dublin on scholarship.

	1874: He wins a scholarship to Magdalen College, Oxford, where he studies Greek and Classics. He meets teachers John Ruskin and Walter Pater.

	1877: Wilde reviews the Grosvenor Gallery, his first published prose and criticism.

	1878: He wins the Newdigate Prize for Poetry for “Ravenna.”

	1880: Vera, a play, is published and badly received.

	1881: Wilde self-publishes Poems, which is badly received.

	1882: He goes to America on a wildly successful lecture tour.

	1883: The Duchess of Padua is not successful.

	1884: Wilde marries Constance Lloyd.

	1885: Son Cyril is born.

	1886: Son Vyvyan is born. Wilde meets Robert Ross.

	1887: Wilde becomes editor of The Lady’s World for two years.

	
1888: The Happy Prince and Other Tales is published.

	1890: “The Picture of Dorian Gray” is published as a story in Lippincott’s Monthly Magazine; controversy ensues.

	1891: The revised version of “Dorian Gray” is released as a book. Wilde meets Lord Alfred “Bosie” Douglas. He publishes Intentions, Lord Arthur’s Savile Crime and Other Stories, The Soul of Man under Socialism, and A House of Pomegranates. In November and December, he writes Salomé.


	1892: Salomé is banned from the British stage, and Lady Windermere’s Fan is produced to critical and general acclaim.

	1893: A Woman of No Importance is produced successfully.

	1894: An English translation of Salomé by Lord Alfred Douglas is published, with censored drawings by Aubrey Beardsley.

	1895: The hits The Importance of Being Earnest and An Ideal Husband are produced. Wilde stands trial for homosexuality. The first trial ends without a verdict. After a second trial, on May 25, he is convicted and sentenced to two years in prison. Both plays are shut down in spite of their huge financial success.

	1896: Wilde’s mother dies.

	1897: Wilde composes De Profundis in prison. In May, he is released, adopts the name Sebastian Melmoth, and moves to France.

	1898: Wilde publishes “The Ballad of Reading Gaol” under the name “C.3.3.,” the number of his cell. Constance Wilde dies.

	1900: Ill, penniless, and exiled, Wilde converts to Catholicism on his deathbed and dies in Paris on November 30.








HISTORICAL CONTEXT OF The Importance of Being Earnest and Other Plays
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	1837: Queen Victoria is crowned.

	1853: France outlaws cross-dressing.

	1854: Arthur Rimbaud is born.

	1855: Walt Whitman publishes the first edition of Leaves of Grass.


	1859: Charles Darwin publishes On the Origin of Species.


	1861: The death penalty is abolished as a punishment for sodomy in England.

	1865: The Fortnightly Review is founded by Anthony Trollope and others. William Butler Yeats is born.

	1868–69: The Spanish Revolution; Queen Isabela abdicates.

	1869: André Gide is born.

	1870: The Second Industrial Revolution begins. Isaac Butt introduces Home Rule in Dublin, proposing that the Irish rule themselves.

	1872: Théophile Gautier dies.

	1873: Walter Pater’s Studies in the History of the Renaissance is published.

	1882: Henry James’s The Portrait of a Lady is published.

	
1883: The Orient Express makes its first run.

	1885–98: Height of French Symbolism and artistic Decadence movements.

	1885–1940: Irish Literary Renaissance.

	1885: The Criminal Law Amendment Act, calling for two years’ imprisonment for any male convicted of “gross indecency,” is passed in England.

	1888: In the Whitechapel area of London, Jack the Ripper kills several prostitutes.

	1894: The Yellow Book, a magazine of aesthetic arts and literature, is founded by Aubrey Beardsley, Henry Harland, and John Lane.

	1895: The Aesthetic movement is widely considered to end with Wilde’s trial.

	1967: England decriminalizes sodomy.








THE IMPORTANCE OF BEING EARNEST
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THE PERSONS OF THE PLAY
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	JOHN WORTHING, J.P.

	ALGERNON MONCRIEFF

	REV. CANON CHASUBLE, D.D.

	
MR. GRIBSBY, Solicitor

	
MERRIMAN, Butler

	
LANE, Manservant

	
MOULTON, Gardener

	LADY BRACKNELL

	HON. GWENDOLEN FAIRFAX

	CECILY CARDEW

	
MISS PRISM, Governess






ACT ONE
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SCENE: Morning-room in Algernon’s flat in Half-Moon Street,1 London, W. TIME: The present. The room is luxuriously and artistically furnished. The sound of a piano is heard in the adjoining room.


LANE is arranging afternoon tea on the table, and after the music has ceased, ALGERNON enters.




	
ALGERNON: Did you hear what I was playing, Lane?

	
LANE: I didn’t think it polite to listen, sir.

	
ALGERNON: I’m sorry for that, for your sake. I don’t play accurately—any one can play accurately—but I play with wonderful expression. As far as the piano is concerned, sentiment is my forte. I keep science for Life.

	
LANE: Yes, sir.

	
ALGERNON: And, speaking of the science of Life, have you got the cucumber sandwiches cut for Lady Bracknell?

	
LANE: Yes, sir.

	
ALGERNON: Ahem! Where are they?

	
LANE: Here, sir. (Shows plate.)


	
ALGERNON: (inspects them, takes two, and sits down on the sofa): Oh!… by the way, Lane, I see from your book that on Thursday night, when Lord Shoreman and Mr. Worthing were dining with me, eight bottles of champagne are entered as having been consumed.

	
LANE: Yes, sir; eight bottles and a pint.

	
ALGERNON: Why is it that at a bachelor’s establishment the servants invariably drink the champagne? I ask merely for information.

	
LANE: I attribute it to the superior quality of the wine, sir. I have often observed that in married households the champagne is rarely of a first-rate brand.

	
ALGERNON: Good heavens! Is marriage so demoralising as that?

	
LANE: I believe it is a very pleasant state, sir. I have had very little experience of it myself up to the present. I have only been married once. That was in consequence of a misunderstanding between myself and a young person.

	
ALGERNON (languidly): I don’t know that I am much interested in your family life, Lane.

	
LANE: No, sir; it is not a very interesting subject. I never think of it myself.

	
ALGERNON: Very natural, I am sure. That will do, Lane, thank you.

	
LANE: Thank you, sir. (LANE moves to go out.)

	
ALGERNON: Ah!… just give me another cucumber sandwich.

	
LANE: Yes, sir. (Returns and hands plate.)
LANE goes out.



	
ALGERNON: Lane’s views on marriage seem somewhat lax. Really, if the lower orders don’t set us a good example, what on earth is the use of them? They seem, as a class, to have absolutely no sense of moral responsibility.
Enter LANE.



	
LANE: Mr. Ernest Worthing.
Enter JACK. LANE goes out.



	
ALGERNON: How are you, my dear Ernest? What brings you up to town?

	
JACK: Oh, pleasure, pleasure! What else should bring one anywhere? Eating as usual. I see, Algy!

	
ALGERNON (stiffly): I believe it is customary in good society to take some slight refreshment at five o’clock. Where have you been since last Thursday?

	
JACK (sitting down on the sofa): Oh! in the country.

	
ALGERNON: What on earth do you do there?

	
JACK (pulling off his gloves): When one is in town one amuses oneself. When one is in the country one amuses other people. It is excessively boring.

	
ALGERNON: And who are the people you amuse?

	
JACK (airily): Oh, neighbours, neighbours.

	
ALGERNON: Got nice neighbours in your part of Shropshire?2


	
JACK: Perfectly horrid! Never speak to one of them.

	
ALGERNON: How immensely you must amuse them! (Goes over and takes sandwich.) By the way, Shropshire is your county, is it not?

	
JACK: Eh? Shropshire? Yes, of course. Hallo! Why all these cups? Why cucumber sandwiches? Why such reckless extravagance in one so young? Who is coming to tea?

	
ALGERNON: Oh! merely Aunt Augusta and Gwendolen.

	
JACK: How perfectly delightful!

	
ALGERNON: Yes, that is all very well; but I am afraid Aunt Augusta won’t quite approve of your being here.

	
JACK: May I ask why?

	
ALGERNON: My dear fellow, the way you flirt with Gwendolen is perfectly disgraceful. It is almost as bad as the way Gwendolen flirts with you.

	
JACK: I am in love with Gwendolen. I have come up to town expressly to propose to her.

	
ALGERNON: I thought you had come up for pleasure?… I call that business.

	
JACK: How utterly unromantic you are!

	
ALGERNON: I really don’t see anything romantic in pro-posing. It is very romantic to be in love. But there is nothing romantic about a definite proposal. Why, one may be accepted. One usually is, I believe. Then the excitement is all over. The very essence of romance is uncertainty. If ever I get married, I’ll certainly try to forget the fact.

	
JACK: I have no doubt about that, dear Algy. The Divorce Court was specially invented for people whose memories are so curiously constituted.

	
ALGERNON: Oh! there is no use speculating on that subject. Divorces are made in heaven—(JACK puts out his hand to take a sandwich. ALGERNON at once interferes.) Please don’t touch the cucumber sandwiches. They are ordered specially for Aunt Augusta. (Takes one and eats it.)


	
JACK: Well, you have been eating them all the time.

	
ALGERNON: That is quite a different matter. She is my aunt. (Takes plate from below.) Have some bread and butter. The bread and butter is for Gwendolen. Gwendolen is devoted to bread and butter.

	
JACK (advancing to table and helping himself): And very good bread and butter it is too.

	
ALGERNON: Well, my dear fellow, you need not eat as if you were going to eat it all. You behave as if you were married to her already. You are not married to her already, and I don’t think you ever will be.

	
JACK: Why on earth do you say that?

	
ALGERNON: Well, in the first place girls never marry the men they flirt with. Girls don’t think it right.

	
JACK: Oh, that is nonsense!

	
ALGERNON: It isn’t. It is a great truth. It accounts for the extraordinary number of bachelors that one sees all over the place. In the second place, I don’t give my consent.

	
JACK: Your consent! What utter nonsense you talk!

	
ALGERNON: My dear fellow, Gwendolen is my first cousin. And before I allow you to marry her, you will have to clear up the whole question of Cecily.

	
JACK: Cecily! What on earth do you mean? (ALGERNON goes to the bell and rings it. Then returns to tea table and eats another sandwich.) What do you mean, Algy, by Cecily! I don’t know any one of the name of Cecily… as far as I remember.
Enter LANE.



	
ALGERNON: Bring me that cigarette case Mr. Worthing left in the smoking-room the last time he dined here.

	
LANE: Yes, sir.
LANE goes out.



	
JACK: Do you mean to say you have had my cigarette case all this time? I wish to goodness you had let me know. I have been writing frantic letters to Scotland Yard3 about it. I was very nearly offering a large reward.

	
ALGERNON: Well, I wish you would offer one. I happen to be more than usually hard up.

	
JACK: There is no good offering a large reward now that the thing is found.
Enter LANE with the cigarette case on a salver. ALGERNON takes it at once. LANE goes out.



	
ALGERNON: I think that is rather mean of you, Ernest, I must say. (Opens case and examines it.) However, it makes no matter, for, now that I look at the inscription inside, I find that the thing isn’t yours after all.

	
JACK: Of course it’s mine. (Moving to him.) You have seen me with it a hundred times, and you have no right whatsoever to read what is written inside. It is a very ungentlemanly thing to read a private cigarette case.

	
ALGERNON: Oh! it is absurd to have a hard and fast rule about what one should read and what one shouldn’t. One should read everything. More than half of modern culture depends on what one shouldn’t read.

	
JACK: I am quite aware of the fact, and I don’t propose to discuss modern culture. It isn’t the sort of thing one should talk of in private. I simply want my cigarette case back.

	
ALGERNON: Yes; but this isn’t your cigarette case. This cigarette case is a present from some one of the name of Cecily, and you said you didn’t know any one of that name.

	
JACK: Well, if you want to know, Cecily happens to be my aunt.

	
ALGERNON: Your aunt!

	
JACK: Yes. Charming old lady she is, too. Lives at Tunbridge Wells.4 Just give it back to me, Algy.

	
ALGERNON (retreating to back of sofa): But why does she call herself little Cecily if she is your aunt and lives at Tunbridge Wells? (Reading.) “From little Cecily with her fondest love.”

	
JACK (moving to sofa and kneeling upon it): My dear fellow, what on earth is there in that? Some aunts are tall, some aunts are not tall. That is a matter that surely an aunt may be allowed to decide for herself. You seem to think that every aunt should be exactly like your aunt! That is absurd! For Heaven’s sake give me back my cigarette case. (Follows ALGERNON round the room.)

	
ALGERNON: Yes. But why does your aunt call you her uncle? “From little Cecily, with her fondest love to her dear Uncle Jack.” There is no objection, I admit, to an aunt being a small aunt, but why an aunt, no matter what her size may be, should call her own nephew her uncle, I can’t quite make out. Besides, your name isn’t Jack at all; it is Ernest.

	
JACK: It isn’t Ernest; it’s Jack.

	
ALGERNON: You have always told me it was Ernest. I have introduced you to every one as Ernest. You answer to the name of Ernest. You look as if your name was Ernest. You are the most earnest-looking person I ever saw in my life. It is perfectly absurd your saying that your name isn’t Ernest. It’s on your cards. Here is one of them. (Taking it from case.) “Mr. Ernest Worthing, B.4, The Albany, W.” I’ll keep this as a proof that your name is Ernest if ever you attempt to deny it to me, or to Gwendolen, or to any one else. (Puts the card in his pocket.)


	
JACK: Well, my name is Ernest in town and Jack in the country, and the cigarette case was given to me in the country.

	
ALGERNON: Yes, but that does not account for the fact that your small Aunt Cecily, who lives at Tunbridge Wells, calls you her dear Uncle. Come, old boy, you had much better have the thing out at once.

	
JACK: My dear Algy, you talk exactly as if you were a dentist. It is very vulgar to talk like a dentist when one isn’t a dentist. It produces a false impression.

	
ALGERNON: Well, that is exactly what dentists always do. Now, go on! Tell me the whole thing. I may mention that I have always suspected you of being a confirmed and secret Bunburyist; and I am quite sure of it now.

	
JACK: Bunburyist? What on earth do you mean by a Bunburyist?

	
ALGERNON: I’ll reveal to you the meaning of that incomparable expression as soon as you are kind enough to inform me why you are Ernest in town and Jack in the country.

	
JACK: Well, produce my cigarette case first.

	
ALGERNON: Here it is. (Hands cigarette case.) Now produce your explanation, and pray make it improbable. (Sits on sofa.)


	
JACK: My dear fellow, there is nothing improbable about my explanation at all. In fact, it’s perfectly ordinary. Old Mr. Thomas Cardew, who adopted me when I was a little boy, under rather peculiar circumstances, and left me all the money I possess, made me in his will guardian to his grand-daughter, Miss Cecily Cardew. Cecily, who addresses me as her uncle from motives of respect that you could not possibly appreciate, lives at my place in the country under the charge of her admirable governess, Miss Prism.

	
ALGERNON: Where is that place in the country, by the way?

	
JACK: That is nothing to you, dear boy. You are not going to be invited…. I may tell you candidly that the place is not in Shropshire.

	
ALGERNON: I suspected that, my dear fellow! I have Bunburyed all over Shropshire on two separate occasions. Now, go on. Why are you Ernest in town and Jack in the country?

	
JACK: My dear Algy, I don’t know whether you will be able to understand my real motives. You are hardly serious enough. When one is placed in the position of guardian, one has to adopt a very high moral tone on all subjects. It’s one’s duty to do so. And as a high moral tone can hardly be said to conduce very much to either one’s health or one’s happiness if carried to excess, in order to get up to town I have always pretended to have a younger brother of the name of Ernest, who lives in the Albany,5 and gets into the most dreadful scrapes. That, my dear Algy, is the whole truth pure and simple.

	
ALGERNON: The truth is rarely pure and never simple. Modern life would be very tedious if it were either, and modern literature a complete impossibility!

	
JACK: That wouldn’t be at all a bad thing.

	
ALGERNON: Literary criticism is not your forte, my dear fellow. Don’t try it. You should leave that to people who haven’t been at a University. They do it so well in the daily papers. What you really are is a Bunburyist. I was quite right in saying you were a Bunburyist. You are one of the most advanced Bunburyists I know.

	
JACK: What on earth do you mean?

	
ALGERNON: You have invented a very useful younger brother called Ernest, in order that you may be able to come up to town as often as you like. I have invented an invaluable permanent invalid called Bunbury, in order that I may be able to go down into the country whenever I choose.

	
JACK: What nonsense.

	
ALGERNON: It isn’t nonsense. Bunbury is perfectly invaluable. If it wasn’t for Bunbury’s extraordinary bad health, for instance, I wouldn’t be able to dine with you at the Savoy6 to-night, for I have been really engaged to Aunt Augusta for more than a week.

	
JACK: I haven’t asked you to dine with me anywhere to-night.

	
ALGERNON: I know. You are absurdly careless about sending out invitations. It is very foolish of you. Nothing annoys people so much as not receiving invitations.

	
JACK: Well, I can’t dine at the Savoy. I owe them about £700. They are always getting judgments and things against me. They bother my life out.

	
ALGERNON: Why on earth don’t you pay them? You have got heaps of money.

	
JACK: Yes, but Ernest hasn’t, and I must keep up Ernest’s reputation. Ernest is one of those chaps who never pays a bill. He gets writted about once a week.

	
ALGERNON: Well, let us dine at Willis’s.

	
JACK: You had much better dine with your Aunt Augusta.

	
ALGERNON: I haven’t the smallest intention of doing anything of the kind. To begin with, I dined there on Monday, and once a week is quite enough to dine with one’s own relations. In the second place, whenever I do dine there I am always treated as a member of the family, and sent down7 with either no woman at all, or two. In the third place, I know perfectly well whom she will place me next to, to-night. She will place me next Mary Farquhar, who always flirts with her own husband across the dinner-table. That is not very pleasant. Indeed, it is not even decent… and that sort of thing is enormously on the increase. The amount of women in London who flirt with their own husbands is perfectly scandalous. It looks so bad. It is simply washing one’s clean linen in public. Besides, now that I know you to be a confirmed Bunburyist I naturally want to talk to you about Bunburying. I want to tell you the rules.

	
JACK: I’m not a Bunburyist at all. If Gwendolen accepts me, I am going to kill my brother, indeed I think I’ll kill him in any case. Cecily is a little too much interested in him. She is always asking me to forgive him, and that sort of thing. It is rather a bore. So I am going to get rid of Ernest. And I strongly advise you to do the same with Mr…. with your invalid friend who has the absurd name.

	
ALGERNON: Nothing will induce me to part with Bunbury, and if you ever get married, which seems to me extremely problematic, you will be very glad to know Bunbury. A man who marries without knowing Bunbury has a very tedious time of it.

	
JACK: That is nonsense. If I marry a charming girl like Gwendolen, and she is the only girl I ever saw in my life that I would marry, I certainly won’t want to know Bunbury.

	
ALGERNON: Then your wife will. You don’t seem to realise, that in married life three is company and two is none.

	
JACK (sententiously): That, my dear young friend, is the theory that the corrupt French Drama8 has been propounding for the last fifty years.

	
ALGERNON: Yes; and that the happy English home has proved in half the time.

	
JACK: For heaven’s sake, don’t try to be cynical. It’s perfectly easy to be cynical.

	
ALGERNON: My dear fellow, it isn’t easy to be anything nowadays. There’s such a lot of beastly competition about. (The sound of an electric bell is heard.) Ah! that must be Aunt Augusta. Only relatives, or creditors, ever ring in that Wagnerian manner.9 Now, if I get her out of the way for ten minutes, so that you can have an opportunity for proposing to Gwendolen, may I dine with you tonight at Willis’s?

	
JACK: I suppose so, if you want to.

	
ALGERNON: Yes, but you must be serious about it. I hate people who are not serious about meals. It is so shallow of them.
Enter LANE.



	
LANE: Lady Bracknell and Miss Fairfax.
ALGERNON goes forward to meet them. Enter LADY BRACKNELL and GWENDOLEN.



	
LADY BRACKNELL: Good-afternoon, dear Algernon, I hope you are behaving very well.

	
ALGERNON: I’m feeling very well, Aunt Augusta.

	
LADY BRACKNELL: That’s not quite the same thing. In fact the two things rarely go together. (Sees JACK and bows to him with icy coldness.)

	
ALGERNON (to GWENDOLEN): Dear me, you are smart!

	
GWENDOLEN: I am always smart! Am I not, Mr. Worthing?

	
JACK: You’re quite perfect, Miss Fairfax.

	
GWENDOLEN: Oh! I hope I am not that. It would leave no room for developments, and I intend to develop in many directions. (GWENDOLEN and JACK sit down together in the corner.)

	
LADY BRACKNELL: I’m sorry if we are a little late, Algernon, but I was obliged to call on dear Lady Harbury. I hadn’t been there since her poor husband’s death. I never saw a woman so altered; she looks quite twenty years younger. And now I’ll have a cup of tea, and one of those nice cucumber sandwiches you promised me.

	
ALGERNON: Certainly, Aunt Augusta. (Goes over to tea table.)


	
LADY BRACKNELL: Won’t you come and sit here, Gwendolen?

	
GWENDOLEN: Thanks, mamma, I’m quite comfortable where I am.

	
ALGERNON (picking up empty plate in horror): Good heavens! Lane! Why are there no cucumber sandwiches? I ordered them specially.

	
LANE (gravely): There were no cucumbers in the market this morning, sir. I went down twice.

	
ALGERNON: No cucumbers!

	
LANE: No, sir. Not even for ready money.10


	
ALGERNON: That will do, Lane, thank you.

	
LANE: Thank you, sir. (Goes out.)


	
ALGERNON: I am greatly distressed, Aunt Augusta, about there being no cucumbers, not even for ready money.

	
LADY BRACKNELL: It really makes no matter, Algernon. I had some crumpets with Lady Harbury, who seems to me to be living entirely for pleasure now.

	
ALGERNON: I hear her hair has turned quite gold from grief.

	
LADY BRACKNELL: It certainly has changed its colour. From what cause I, of course, cannot say. (ALGERNON crosses and hands tea.) Thank you. I’ve quite a treat for you to-night, Algernon. I am going to send you down with Mary Farquhar. She is such a nice woman, and so attentive to her husband. It’s delightful to watch them.

	
ALGERNON: I am afraid, Aunt Augusta, I shall have to give up the pleasure of dining with you to-night after all.

	
LADY BRACKNELL (frowning): I hope not, Algernon. It would put my table completely out. Your uncle would have to dine upstairs. Fortunately he is accustomed to that.

	
ALGERNON: It is a great bore, and, I need hardly say, a terrible disappointment to me, but the fact is I have just had a telegram to say that my poor friend Bunbury is very ill again. (Exchanges glances with JACK.) They seem to think I should be with him.

	
LADY BRACKNELL: It is very strange. This Mr. Bunbury seems to suffer from curiously bad health.

	
ALGERNON: Yes; poor Bunbury is a dreadful invalid.

	
LADY BRACKNELL: Well, I must say, Algernon, that I think it is high time that Mr. Bunbury made up his mind whether he was going to live or to die. This shilly-shallying with the question is absurd. Nor do I in any way approve of the modern sympathy with invalids. I consider it morbid. Illness of any kind is hardly a thing to be encouraged in others. Health is the primary duty of life. I am always telling that to your poor uncle, but he never seems to take much notice… as far as any improvement in his ailment goes. Well, Algernon, of course if you are obliged to be beside the bedside of Mr. Bunbury, I have nothing more to say. But I would be much obliged if you would ask Mr. Bunbury, from me, to be kind enough not to have a relapse on Saturday, for I rely on you to arrange my music for me. It is my last reception, and one wants something that will encourage conversation, particularly at the end of the season11 when every one has practically said whatever they had to say, which, in most cases, was probably not much.

	
ALGERNON: I’ll speak to Bunbury, Aunt Augusta, if he is still conscious, and I think I can promise you he’ll be all right by Saturday. Of course the music is a great difficulty. You see, if one plays good music, people don’t listen, and if one plays bad music people don’t talk. But I’ll run over the programme I’ve drawn out, if you will kindly come into the next room for a moment.

	
LADY BRACKNELL: Thank you, Algernon. It is very thoughtful of you. (Rising and following ALGERNON.) I’m sure the programme will be delightful, after a few expurgations. French songs I cannot possibly allow. People always seem to think that they are improper, and either look shocked, which is vulgar, or laugh, which is worse. But German sounds a thoroughly respectable language, and indeed, I believe is so. Gwendolen, you will accompany me.

	
GWENDOLEN: Certainly, mamma.
LADY BRACKNELL and ALGERNON go into the music-room, GWENDOLEN remains behind.



	
JACK: Charming day it has been, Miss Fairfax.

	
GWENDOLEN: Pray don’t talk to me about the weather, Mr. Worthing. Whenever people talk to me about the weather, I always feel quite certain that they mean something else. And that makes me so nervous.

	
JACK: I do mean something else.

	
GWENDOLEN: I thought so. In fact, I am never wrong.

	
JACK: And I would like to be allowed to take advantage of Lady Bracknell’s temporary absence…

	
GWENDOLEN: I would certainly advise you to do so. Mamma has a way of coming back suddenly into a room that I have often had to speak to her about.

	
JACK (nervously): Miss Fairfax, ever since I met you I have admired you more than any girl… I have ever met since… I met you.

	
GWENDOLEN: Yes, I am quite well aware of the fact. And I often wish that in public, at any rate, you had been more demonstrative. For me you have always had an irresistible fascination. Even before I met you I was far from indifferent to you. (JACK looks at her in amazement.) We live, as I hope you know, Mr. Worthing, in an age of ideals. The fact is constantly mentioned in the more expensive monthly magazines, and has now reached the provincial pulpits, I am told; and my ideal has always been to love some one of the name of Ernest. There is something in that name that inspires absolute confidence. The moment Algernon first mentioned to me that he had a friend called Ernest, I knew I was destined to love you. The name, fortunately for my peace of mind, is, as far as my own experience goes, extremely rare.

	
JACK: You really love me, Gwendolen?

	
GWENDOLEN: Passionately!

	
JACK: Darling! You don’t know how happy you’ve made me.

	
GWENDOLEN: My own Ernest! (They embrace.)


	
JACK: But you don’t really mean to say that you couldn’t love me if my name wasn’t Ernest?

	
GWENDOLEN: But your name is Ernest.

	
JACK: Yes, I know it is. But supposing it was something else? Do you mean to say you couldn’t love me then?

	
GWENDOLEN (glibly): Ah! that is clearly a metaphysical speculation, and like most metaphysical speculations has very little reference at all to the actual facts of real life, as we know them.

	
JACK: Personally, darling, to speak quite candidly, I don’t much care about the name of Ernest…. I don’t think the name suits me at all.

	
GWENDOLEN: It suits you perfectly. It is a divine name. It has a music of its own. It produces vibrations.

	
JACK: Well, really, Gwendolen, I must say that I think there are lots of other much nicer names. I think Jack, for instance, a charming name.

	
GWENDOLEN: Jack?… No, there is very little music in the name Jack, if any at all, indeed. It does not thrill. It produces absolutely no vibrations…. I have known several Jacks, and they all, without exception, were more than usually plain. Besides, Jack is a notorious domesticity for John! And I pity any woman who is married to a man called John. She would have a very tedious life with him. She would probably never be allowed to know the entrancing pleasure of a single moment’s solitude. The only really safe name is Ernest.

	
JACK: Gwendolen, I must get christened at once—I mean we must get married at once. There is no time to be lost.

	
GWENDOLEN: Married, Mr. Worthing?

	
JACK (astounded): Well… surely. You know that I love you, and you led me to believe, Miss Fairfax, that you were not absolutely indifferent to me.

	
GWENDOLEN: I adore you. But you haven’t proposed to me yet. Nothing has been said at all about marriage. The subject has not even been touched on.

	
JACK: Well… may I propose to you now?

	
GWENDOLEN: I think it would be an admirable opportunity. And to spare you any possible disappointment, Mr. Worthing, I think it only fair to tell you quite frankly beforehand that I am fully determined to accept you.

	
JACK: Gwendolen!

	
GWENDOLEN: Yes, Mr. Worthing, what have you got to say to me?

	
JACK: You know what I have got to say to you.

	
GWENDOLEN: Yes, but you don’t say it.

	
JACK: Gwendolen, will you marry me? (Goes on his knees.)


	
GWENDOLEN: Of course I will, darling. How long you have been about it! I am afraid you have had very little experience in how to propose.

	
JACK: My own one, I have never loved anyone in the world but you.

	
GWENDOLEN: Yes, but men often propose for practice. I know my brother Gerald does. All my girl-friends tell me so. What wonderfully blue eyes you have, Ernest! They are quite, quite blue. I hope you will always look at me just like that, especially when there are other people present.
Enter LADY BRACKNELL.



	
LADY BRACKNELL: Mr. Worthing! Rise, sir, from this semirecumbent posture. It is most indecorous.

	
GWENDOLEN: Mamma! (He tries to rise; she restrains him.) I must beg you to retire. This is no place for you. Besides, Mr. Worthing has not quite finished yet.

	
LADY BRACKNELL: Finished what, may I ask?

	
GWENDOLEN: I am engaged to Mr. Worthing, mamma. (They rise together.)


	
LADY BRACKNELL: Pardon me, you are not engaged to any one. When you do become engaged to some one, I, or your father, should his health permit him, will inform you of the fact. An engagement should come on a young girl as a surprise, pleasant or unpleasant, as the case may be. It is hardly a matter that she could be allowed to arrange for herself…. And now I have a few questions to put to you, Mr. Worthing!

	
JACK: I shall be charmed to reply to any questions, Lady Bracknell.

	
GWENDOLEN: You mean if you know the answers to them. Mamma’s questions are sometimes peculiarly inquisitorial.

	
LADY BRACKNELL: I intend to make them very inquisitorial. And while I am making these inquiries, you, Gwendolen, will wait for me below in the carriage.

	
GWENDOLEN (reproachfully): Mamma!

	
LADY BRACKNELL: In the carriage, Gwendolen!
GWENDOLEN goes to the door. She and JACK blow kisses to each other behind LADY BRACKNELL’s back.

LADY BRACKNELL looks vaguely about as if she could not understand what the noise was. Finally turns round.

Gwendolen, the carriage!



	
GWENDOLEN: Yes, mamma. (Goes out, looking back at JACK.)

	
LADY BRACKNELL (sitting down): You can take a seat, Mr. Worthing.
Looks in her pocket for note-book and pencil.



	
JACK: Thank you, Lady Bracknell, I prefer standing.

	
LADY BRACKNELL (pencil and note-book in hand): I feel bound to tell you that you are not down on my list of eligible young men, although I have the same list as the dear Duchess of Bolton has. We work together, in fact. However, I am quite ready to enter your name, should your answers be what a really affectionate mother requires. Do you smoke?

	
JACK: Well, yes, I must admit I smoke.

	
LADY BRACKNELL: I am glad to hear it. A man should always have an occupation of some kind. There are far too many idle men in London as it is. How old are you?

	
JACK: Twenty-nine.

	
LADY BRACKNELL: A very good age to be married at. I have always been of opinion that a man who desires to get married should know either everything or nothing. Which do you know?

	
JACK (after some hesitation): I know nothing, Lady Bracknell.

	
LADY BRACKNELL: I am pleased to hear it. I do not approve of anything that tampers with natural ignorance. Ignorance is like a delicate exotic fruit; touch it and the bloom is gone. The whole theory of modern education is radically unsound. Fortunately in England, at any rate, education produces no effect whatsoever. If it did, it would prove a serious danger to the upper classes, and probably lead to acts of violence in Grosvenor Square. What is your income?

	
JACK: Between seven and eight thousand a year.

	
LADY BRACKNELL (makes a note in her book): In land, or in investments?

	
JACK: In investments, chiefly.

	
LADY BRACKNELL: That is satisfactory. What between the duties expected of one during one’s lifetime, and the duties exacted12 from one after one’s death, land has ceased to be either a profit or a pleasure. It gives one position, and prevents one from keeping it up. That’s all that can be said about land.

	
JACK: I have a country house with some land, of course, attached to it, about fifteen hundred acres, I believe; but I don’t depend on that for my real income. In fact, as far as I can make out, the poachers are the only people who make anything out of it.

	
LADY BRACKNELL: A country house! How many bedrooms? Well, that point can be cleared up afterwards. You have a town house, I hope? A girl with a simple, unspoiled nature, like Gwendolen, could hardly be expected to reside in the country.

	
JACK: Well, I own a house in Belgrave Square,13 but it is let by the year to Lady Bloxham. Of course, I can get it back whenever I like, at six months’ notice.

	
LADY BRACKNELL: Lady Bloxham? I don’t know her.

	
JACK: Oh, she goes about very little. She is a lady considerably advanced in years.

	
LADY BRACKNELL: Ah, nowadays that is no guarantee of respectability of character. What number in Belgrave Square?

	
JACK: 149.

	
LADY BRACKNELL (shaking her head): The unfashionable side. I thought there was something. However, that could easily be altered.

	
JACK: Do you mean the fashion, or the side?

	
LADY BRACKNELL (sternly): Both, if necessary, I presume. What are your politics?

	
JACK: Well, I am afraid I really have none. I am a Liberal Unionist.14


	
LADY BRACKNELL: Oh, they count as Tories. They dine with us. Or come in the evening at any rate. You have, of course, no sympathy of any kind with the Radical Party?

	
JACK: Oh! I don’t want to put the asses against the classes, if that is what you mean, Lady Bracknell.

	
LADY BRACKNELL: That is exactly what I do mean… ahem!… Are your parents living?

	
JACK: I have lost both my parents.

	
LADY BRACKNELL: Both?… To lose one parent may be regarded as a misfortune… to lose both seems like carelessness. Who was your father? He was evidently a man of some wealth. Was he born in what the Radical papers call the purple of commerce, or did he rise from the ranks of the aristocracy?

	
JACK: I am afraid I really don’t know. The fact is, Lady Bracknell, I said I had lost my parents. It would be nearer the truth to say that my parents seemed to have lost me…. I don’t actually know who I am by birth. I was… well, I was found.

	
LADY BRACKNELL: Found!

	
JACK: The late Mr. Thomas Cardew, an old gentleman of a very charitable and kindly disposition, found me, and gave me the name of Worthing, because he happened to have a first-class ticket for Worthing in his pocket at the time. Worthing is a place in Sussex. It is a seaside resort.

	
LADY BRACKNELL: Where did the charitable gentleman who had a first-class ticket for this seaside resort find you?

	
JACK (gravely): In a hand-bag.

	
LADY BRACKNELL: A hand-bag?

	
JACK (very seriously): Yes, Lady Bracknell. I was in a hand-bag—a somewhat large, black leather hand-bag, with handles to it—an ordinary hand-bag in fact.

	
LADY BRACKNELL: In what locality did this Mr. James, or Thomas, Cardew come across this ordinary hand-bag?

	
JACK: In the cloak-room at Victoria Station.15 It was given to him in mistake for his own.

	
LADY BRACKNELL: The cloak-room at Victoria Station?

	
JACK: Yes. The Brighton line.

	
LADY BRACKNELL: The line is immaterial. Mr. Worthing, I confess I feel somewhat bewildered by what you have just told me. To be born, or at any rate bred, in a hand-bag, whether it had handles or not, seems to me to display a contempt for the ordinary decencies of family life that reminds one of the worst excesses of the French Revolution.16 And I presume you know what that unfortunate movement led to? As for the particular locality in which the hand-bag was found, a cloak-room at a railway station might serve to conceal a social indiscretion—has probably, indeed, been used for that purpose before now—but it could hardly be regarded as an assured basis for a recognised position in good society.

	
JACK: May I ask you then what you would advise me to do? I need hardly say I would do anything in the world to ensure Gwendolen’s happiness.

	
LADY BRACKNELL: I would strongly advise you, Mr. Worthing, to try and acquire some relations as soon as possible, and to make a definite effort to produce at any rate one parent, of either sex, before the season is quite over.

	
JACK: Well, I don’t see how I could possibly manage to do that. I can produce the hand-bag at any moment. It is in my dressing-room at home. I really think that should satisfy you, Lady Bracknell.

	
LADY BRACKNELL: Me, sir! What has it to do with me? You can hardly imagine that I and Lord Bracknell would dream of allowing our only daughter—a girl brought up with the utmost care—to marry into a cloak-room, and form an alliance with a parcel. (JACK starts indignantly.) Kindly open the door for me sir. You will of course understand that for the future there is to be no communication of any kind between you and Miss Fairfax.
LADY BRACKNELL sweeps out in majestic indignation. ALGERNON, from the other room, strikes up the Wedding March. JACK looks perfectly furious, and goes to the door.



	
JACK: For goodness’ sake don’t play that ghastly tune, Algy! How idiotic you are!
The music stops and ALGERNON enters cheerily.



	
ALGERNON: Didn’t it go off all right, old boy? You don’t mean to say Gwendolen refused you? I know it is a way she has. She is always refusing people. I think it is most ill-natured of her.

	
JACK: Oh, Gwendolen is as right as a trivet. As far as she is concerned, we are engaged. Her mother is perfectly unbearable. Never met such a Gorgon.17… I don’t really know what a Gorgon is like, but I am quite sure that Lady Bracknell is one. In any case, she is a monster, without being a myth, which is rather unfair…. I beg your pardon, Algy, I suppose I shouldn’t talk about your own aunt in that way before you.

	
ALGERNON: My dear boy, I love hearing my relations abused. It is the only thing that makes me put up with them at all. Relations are simply a tedious pack of people, who haven’t got the remotest knowledge of how to live, nor the smallest instinct about when to die.

	
JACK: Ah! I haven’t got any relations. Don’t know anything about relations.

	
ALGERNON: You are a lucky fellow. Relations never lend one any money, and won’t give one credit, even for genius. They are a sort of aggravated form of the public.

	
JACK: And after all, what does it matter whether a man ever had a father and mother or not? Mothers, of course, are all right. They pay a chap’s bills and don’t bother him. But fathers bother a chap and never pay his bills. I don’t know a single chap at the club who speaks to his father.

	
ALGERNON: Yes! Fathers are certainly not popular just at present. (Takes up the evening newspaper.)


	
JACK: Popular! I bet you anything you like that there is not a single chap, of all the chaps that you and I know, who would be seen walking down St. James’ Street with his own father. (A pause.) Anything in the papers?

	
ALGERNON (still reading): Nothing.

	
JACK: What a comfort.

	
ALGERNON: There is never anything in the papers, as far as I can see.

	
JACK: I think there is usually a great deal too much in them. They are always bothering one about people one doesn’t know, one has never met, and one doesn’t care twopence about. Brutes!

	
ALGERNON: I think people one hasn’t met are charming. I’m very much interested at present in a girl I have never met; very much interested indeed.

	
JACK: Oh, that is nonsense!

	
ALGERNON: It isn’t!

	
JACK: Well, I won’t argue about the matter. You always want to argue about things.

	
ALGERNON: That is exactly what things were originally made for.

	
JACK: Upon my word, if I thought that, I’d shoot myself…. (A pause.) You don’t think there is any chance of Gwendolen becoming like her mother in about a hundred and fifty years, do you, Algy?

	
ALGERNON: All women become like their mothers. That is their tragedy. No man does. That’s his.

	
JACK: Is that clever?

	
ALGERNON: It is perfectly phrased! And quite as true as any observation in civilised life should be.

	
JACK: I am sick to death of cleverness. Everybody is clever nowadays. You can’t go anywhere without meeting clever people. The thing has become an absolute public nuisance. I wish to goodness we had a few fools left.

	
ALGERNON: We have.

	
JACK: I should extremely like to meet them. What do they talk about?

	
ALGERNON: The fools? Oh! about the clever people of course.

	
JACK: What fools.

	
ALGERNON: By the way, did you tell Gwendolen the truth about your being Ernest in town, and Jack in the country?

	
JACK (in a very patronising manner): My dear fellow, the truth isn’t quite the sort of thing one tells to a nice, sweet, refined girl. What extraordinary ideas you have about the way to behave to a woman!

	
ALGERNON: The only way to behave to a woman is to make love to her, if she is pretty, and to some one else, if she is plain.

	
JACK: Oh, that is nonsense.

	
ALGERNON: What about the young lady whose guardian you are! Miss Cardew? What about your brother? What about the profligate Ernest?

	
JACK: Oh! Cecily is all right. Before the end of the week I shall have got rid of my brother… I think I’ll probably kill him in Paris.

	
ALGERNON: Why Paris?

	
JACK: Oh! Less trouble: no nonsense about a funeral and that sort of thing—yes, I’ll kill him in Paris…. Apoplexy will do perfectly well. Lots of people die of apoplexy, quite suddenly, don’t they?

	
ALGERNON: Yes, but it’s hereditary, my dear fellow. It’s a sort of thing that runs in families.

	
JACK: Good heavens! Then I certainly won’t choose that. What can I say?

	
ALGERNON: Oh! Say influenza.

	
JACK: Oh, no! that wouldn’t sound probable at all. Far too many people have had it.

	
ALGERNON: Oh well! Say anything you choose. Say a severe chill. That’s all right.

	
JACK: You are sure a severe chill isn’t hereditary, or anything dreadful of that kind?

	
ALGERNON: Of course it isn’t.

	
JACK: Very well then. That is settled.

	
ALGERNON: But I thought you said that… Miss Cardew was a little too much interested in your poor brother Ernest? Won’t she feel his loss a good deal?

	
JACK: Oh! that is all right. Cecily is not a silly romantic girl, I am glad to say. She has got a capital appetite, goes long walks, and pays no attention at all to her lessons.

	
ALGERNON: I would rather like to see Cecily.

	
JACK: I will take very good care you never do. And you are not to speak of her as Cecily.

	
ALGERNON: Ah! I believe she is plain. Yes: I know perfectly well what she is like. She is one of those dull, intellectual girls one meets all over the place. Girls who have got large minds and large feet. I am sure she is more than usually plain, and I expect she is about thirty-nine, and looks it.

	
JACK: She happens to be excessively pretty, and she is only just eighteen.

	
ALGERNON: Have you told Gwendolen yet that you have an excessively pretty ward who is only just eighteen?

	
JACK: Oh! one doesn’t blurt these things out to people. Life is a question of tact. One leads up to the thing gradually. Cecily and Gwendolen are perfectly certain to be extremely great friends. I’ll bet you anything you like that half an hour after they have met, they will be calling each other sister.

	
ALGERNON: Women only do that when they have called each other a lot of other things first. Now, my dear boy, if we want to get a good table at Willis’s, we really must go and dress. Do you know it is nearly seven?

	
JACK (irritably): Oh! it always is nearly seven.

	
ALGERNON: Well, I’m hungry.

	
JACK: I never knew you when you weren’t…. However, all right. I’ll go round to the Albany and meet you at Willis’s at eight. You can call for me on your way, if you like.

	
ALGERNON: What shall we do after dinner? Go to a theatre?

	
JACK: Oh, no! I loathe listening.

	
ALGERNON: Well, let us go to the Club?

	
JACK: Oh, no! I hate talking.

	
ALGERNON: Well, we might trot round to the Empire18 at ten?

	
JACK: Oh, no! I can’t bear looking at things. It is so silly.

	
ALGERNON: Well, what shall we do?

	
JACK: Nothing!

	
ALGERNON: It is awfully hard work doing nothing. However, I don’t mind hard work where there is no definite object of any kind…
Enter LANE.



	
LANE: Miss Fairfax.
Enter GWENDOLEN. LANE goes out.



	
ALGERNON: Gwendolen, upon my word!

	
GWENDOLEN: Algy, kindly turn your back. I have something very particular to say to Mr. Worthing. As it is somewhat of a private matter, you will of course listen.

	
ALGERNON: Really, Gwendolen, I don’t think I can allow this at all.

	
GWENDOLEN: Algy, you always adopt a strictly immoral attitude towards life. You are not quite old enough to do that. (ALGERNON retires to the fireplace.)

	
JACK: My own darling.

	
GWENDOLEN: Ernest, we may never be married. From the expression on mamma’s face I fear we never shall. Few parents nowadays pay any regard to what their children say to them. The old-fashioned respect for the young is fast dying out. Whatever influence I ever had over mamma, I lost at the age of three. But although she may prevent us from becoming man and wife, and I may marry some one else, and marry often, nothing that she can possibly do can alter my eternal devotion to you.

	
JACK: Dear Gwendolen!

	
GWENDOLEN: The story of your romantic origin, as related to me by mamma, with unpleasing comments, has naturally stirred the deeper fibres of my nature. Your Christian name has an irresistible fascination. The simplicity of your character makes you exquisitely incomprehensible to me. Your town address at the Albany I have. What is your address in the country?

	
JACK: The Manor House, Woolton, Hertfordshire.
ALGERNON, who has been carefully listening, smiles to himself, and writes the address on his shirt-cuff. Then picks up the Railway Guide.



	
GWENDOLEN: There is a good postal service, I suppose? It may be necessary to do something desperate. That, of course, will require serious consideration. I will communicate with you daily.

	
JACK: My own one!

	
GWENDOLEN: How long do you remain in town?

	
JACK: Till Monday.

	
GWENDOLEN: Good! Algy, you may turn round now.

	
ALGERNON: Thanks, I’ve turned round already.

	
GWENDOLEN: You may also ring the bell.

	
JACK: You will let me see you to your carriage, my own darling?

	
GWENDOLEN: Certainly.

	
JACK (to LANE, who now enters): I will see Miss Fairfax out.

	
LANE: Yes, sir.
JACK and GWENDOLEN go off.

LANE presents several letters on a salver to ALGERNON. It is to be surmised that they are bills, as ALGERNON, after looking at the envelopes, tears them up.



	
ALGERNON: A glass of sherry, Lane.

	
LANE: Yes, sir.

	
ALGERNON: To-morrow, Lane, I’m going Bunburying.

	
LANE: Yes, sir.

	
ALGERNON: I shall probably not be back till Monday. You can put up my dress clothes, my smoking jacket, and all the Bunbury suits…

	
LANE: Yes, sir. (Handing sherry.)


	
ALGERNON: I hope to-morrow will be a fine day, Lane.

	
LANE: It never is, sir.

	
ALGERNON: Lane, you’re a perfect pessimist.

	
LANE: I do my best to give satisfaction, sir.
Enter JACK. LANE goes off.



	
JACK: There’s a sensible, intellectual girl! the only girl I ever cared for in my life. (ALGERNON is laughing immoderately.) What on earth are you so amused at?

	
ALGERNON: Oh, I’m a little anxious about poor Bunbury, that is all.

	
JACK: If you don’t take care, your friend Bunbury will get you into a serious scrape some day.

	
ALGERNON: I love scrapes. They are the only things that are never serious.

	
JACK: Oh, that’s nonsense, Algy. You never talk anything but nonsense.

	
ALGERNON: Nobody ever does.
JACK looks indignantly at him and leaves the room. ALGERNON lights a cigarette, reads his shirt-cuff, and smiles.





Act Drop
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