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MAN AND SUPERMAN 
(Stage Society Version) 

By Bernard Shaw 

 

The original, four-act version of Man and Superman was first published 

in 1903, with a copyright reading staged at the Victoria Hall (Bijou 

Theatre) on 29 June of that same year. Shaw’s abridged, three-act 

version of the script – reproduced below – was first performed by the 

Stage Society at the Royal Court in London on 21 May 1905. Shaw’s 

various cuts to the script included excising the original Act III in its 

entirety. (That is the act set in the Sierras, which features the “Don 

Juan in Hell” dream sequence.) 

 

ACT I  

Roebuck Ramsden is in his study, opening the morning letters. The 

study, handsomely and solidly furnished, proclaims the man of means. 

Not a speck of dust is visible: it is clear that there are at least two 

housemaids and a parlormaid downstairs, and a housekeeper upstairs 

who does not let them spare elbow-grease. Even the top of Roebuck’s 

head is polished: on a sunshiny day he could heliograph his orders to 

distant camps by merely nodding. In no other respect, however, does he 

suggest the military man. It is in active civil life that men get his broad 

air of importance, his dignified expectation of deference, his 

determinate mouth disarmed and refined since the hour of his success 

by the withdrawal of opposition and the concession of comfort and 

precedence and power. He is more than a highly respectable man: he is 

marked out as a president of highly respectable men, a chairman 
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among directors, an alderman among councillors, a mayor among 

aldermen. Four tufts of iron-grey hair, which will soon be as white as 

isinglass, and are in other respects not at all unlike it, grow in two 

symmetrical pairs above his ears and at the angles of his spreading 

jaws. He wears a black frock coat, a white waistcoat (it is bright spring 

weather), and trousers, neither black nor perceptibly blue, of one of 

those indefinitely mixed hues which the modern clothier has produced 

to harmonize with the religions of respectable men. He has not been out 

of doors yet to-day; so he still wears his slippers, his boots being ready 

for him on the hearthrug. Surmising that he has no valet, and seeing 

that he has no secretary with a shorthand notebook and a typewriter, 

one meditates on how little our great burgess domesticity has been 

disturbed by new fashions and methods, or by the enterprise of the 

railway and hotel companies which sell you a Saturday to Monday of 

life at Folkestone as a real gentleman for two guineas, first class fares 

both ways included.  

How old is Roebuck? The question is important on the threshold of a 

drama of ideas; for under such circumstances everything depends on 

whether his adolescence belonged to the sixties or to the eighties. He 

was born, as a matter of fact, in 1839, and was a Unitarian and Free 

Trader from his boyhood, and an Evolutionist from the publication of 

the Origin of Species. Consequently he has always classed himself as an 

advanced thinker and fearlessly outspoken reformer.  

Sitting at his writing table, he has on his right the windows giving on 

Portland Place. Through these, as through a proscenium, the curious 

spectator may contemplate his profile as well as the blinds will permit. 

On his left is the inner wall, with a stately bookcase, and the door not 

quite in the middle, but somewhat further from him. Against the wall 

opposite him are two busts on pillars: one, to his left, of John Bright; 

the other, to his right, of Mr Herbert Spencer. Between them hang an 

engraved portrait of Richard Cobden; enlarged photographs of 

Martineau, Huxley, and George Eliot; autotypes of allegories by Mr 
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G.F. Watts (for Roebuck believed in the fine arts with all the 

earnestness of a man who does not understand them), and an 

impression of Dupont’s engraving of Delaroche’s Beaux Artes 

hemicycle, representing the great men of all ages. On the wall behind 

him, above the mantelshelf, is a family portrait of impenetrable 

obscurity.  

A chair stands near the writing table for the convenience of business 

visitors. Two other chairs are against the wall between the busts.  

A parlormaid enters with a visitor’s card. Roebuck takes it, and nods, 

pleased. Evidently a welcome caller.  

RAMSDEN. Show him up.  

The parlormaid goes out and returns with the visitor.  

THE MAID. Mr Robinson.  

Mr Robinson is really an uncommonly nice looking young fellow. He 

must, one thinks, be the jeune premier; for it is not in reason to suppose 

that a second such attractive male figure should appear in one story. 

The slim shapely frame, the elegant suit of new mourning, the small 

head and regular features, the pretty little moustache, the frank clear 

eyes, the wholesome bloom and the youthful complexion, the well 

brushed glossy hair, not curly, but of fine texture and good dark color, 

the arch of good nature in the eyebrows, the erect forehead and neatly 

pointed chin, all announce the man who will love and suffer later on. 

And that he will not do so without sympathy is guaranteed by an 

engaging sincerity and eager modest serviceableness which stamp him 

as a man of amiable nature. The moment he appears, Ramsden’s face 

expands into fatherly liking and welcome, an expression which drops 

into one of decorous grief as the young man approaches him with 

sorrow in his face as well as in his black clothes. Ramsden seems to 
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know the nature of the bereavement. As the visitor advances silently to 

the writing table, the old man rises and shakes his hand across it 

without a word: a long, affectionate shake which tells the story of a 

recent sorrow common to both.  

RAMSDEN. [concluding the handshake and cheering up] Well, well, 

Octavius, it’s the common lot. We must all face it someday. Sit down.  

Octavius takes the visitor’s chair. Ramsden replaces himself in his own.  

OCTAVIUS. Yes: we must face it, Mr Ramsden. But I owed him a 

great deal. He did everything for me that my father could have done if 

he had lived.  

RAMSDEN. He had no son of his own, you see.  

OCTAVIUS. But he had daughters; and yet he was as good to my sister 

as to me. And his death was so sudden! I always intended to thank him 

– to let him know that I had not taken all his care of me as a matter of 

course, as any boy takes his father’s care. But I waited for an 

opportunity and now he is dead – dropped without a moment’s warning. 

He will never know what I felt. [He takes out his handkerchief and cries 

unaffectedly.]  

RAMSDEN. How do we know that, Octavius? He may know it: we 

cannot tell. Come! Don’t grieve. [Octavius masters himself and puts up 

his handkerchief.] That’s right. Now let me tell you something to 

console you. The last time I saw him – it was in this very room – he 

said to me: “Tavy is a generous lad and the soul of honor; and when I 

see how little consideration other men get from their sons, I realize how 

much better than a son he’s been to me.” There! Doesn’t that do you 

good?  
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OCTAVIUS. Mr Ramsden: he used to say to me that he had met only 

one man in the world who was the soul of honor, and that was Roebuck 

Ramsden.  

RAMSDEN. Oh, that was his partiality: we were very old friends, you 

know. But there was something else he used to say about you. I wonder 

whether I ought to tell you or not!  

OCTAVIUS. You know best.  

RAMSDEN. It was something about his daughter.  

OCTAVIUS. [eagerly] About Ann! Oh, do tell me that, Mr Ramsden.  

RAMSDEN. Well, he said he was glad, after all, you were not his son, 

because he thought that someday Annie and you – [Octavius blushes 

vividly.] Well, perhaps I shouldn’t have told you. But he was in earnest.  

OCTAVIUS. Oh, if only I thought I had a chance! You know, Mr 

Ramsden, I don’t care about money or about what people call position; 

and I can’t bring myself to take an interest in the business of struggling 

for them. Well, Ann has a most exquisite nature; but she is so 

accustomed to be in the thick of that sort of thing that she thinks a 

man’s character incomplete if he is not ambitious. She knows that if she 

married me she would have to reason herself out of being ashamed of 

me for not being a big success of some kind. 

RAMSDEN. [Getting up and planting himself with his back to the 

fireplace] Nonsense, my boy, nonsense! You’re too modest. What does 

she know about the real value of men at her age? [More seriously] 

Besides, she’s a wonderfully dutiful girl. Her father’s wish would be 

sacred to her. Do you know that since she grew up to years of 

discretion, I don’t believe she has ever once given her own wish as a 

reason for doing anything or not doing it. It’s always “Father wishes me 
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to,” or “Mother wouldn’t like it.” It’s really almost a fault in her. I have 

often told her she must learn to think for herself.  

OCTAVIUS. [shaking his head] I couldn’t ask her to marry me because 

her father wished it, Mr Ramsden.  

RAMSDEN. Well, perhaps not. No: of course not. I see that. No: you 

certainly couldn’t. But when you win her on your own merits, it will be 

a great happiness to her to fulfil her father’s desire as well as her own. 

Eh? Come! you’ll ask her, won’t you?  

OCTAVIUS. [with sad gaiety] At all events I promise you I shall never 

ask anyone else.  

RAMSDEN. Oh, you shan’t need to. She’ll accept you, my boy – 

although [here he suddenly becomes very serious indeed] you have one 

great drawback.  

OCTAVIUS. [anxiously] What drawback is that, Mr Ramsden? I should 

rather say which of my many drawbacks?  

RAMSDEN. I’ll tell you, Octavius. [He takes from the table a book 

bound in red cloth.] I have in my hand a copy of the most infamous, the 

most scandalous, the most mischievous, the most blackguardly book 

that ever escaped burning at the hands of the common hangman. I have 

not read it: I would not soil my mind with such filth; but I have read 

what the papers say of it. The title is quite enough for me. [He reads it.] 

The Revolutionist’s Handbook and Pocket Companion by John Tanner, 

M.I.R.C., Member of the Idle Rich Class.  

OCTAVIUS. [smiling] But Jack—  

RAMSDEN. [testily] For goodness’ sake, don’t call him Jack under my 

roof [he throws the book violently down on the table, Then, somewhat 
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relieved, he comes past the table to Octavius, and addresses him at 

close quarters with impressive gravity]. Now, Octavius, I know that my 

dead friend was right when he said you were a generous lad. I know 

that this man was your schoolfellow, and that you feel bound to stand 

by him because there was a boyish friendship between you. But I ask 

you to consider the altered circumstances. You were treated as a son in 

my friend’s house. You lived there; and your friends could not be 

turned from the door. This Tanner was in and out there on your account 

almost from his childhood. He addresses Annie by her Christian name 

as freely as you do. Well, while her father was alive, that was her 

father’s business, not mine. This man Tanner was only a boy to him: his 

opinions were something to be laughed at, like a man’s hat on a child’s 

head. But now Tanner is a grown man and Annie a grown woman. And 

her father is gone. We don’t as yet know the exact terms of his will; but 

he often talked it over with me; and I have no more doubt than I have 

that you’re sitting there that the will appoints me Annie’s trustee and 

guardian. [Forcibly] Now I tell you, once for all, I can’t and I won’t 

have Annie placed in such a position that she must, out of regard for 

you, suffer the intimacy of this fellow Tanner. It’s not fair: it’s not 

right: it’s not kind. What are you going to do about it?  

OCTAVIUS. But Ann herself has told Jack that whatever his opinions 

are, he will always be welcome because he knew her dear father.  

RAMSDEN. [out of patience] That girl’s mad about her duty to her 

parents. [He starts off like a goaded ox in the direction of John Bright, 

in whose expression there is no sympathy for him. As he speaks, he 

fumes down to Herbert Spencer, who receives him still more coldly.] 

Excuse me, Octavius; but there are limits to social toleration. You know 

that I am not a bigoted or prejudiced man. You know that I am plain 

Roebuck Ramsden when other men who have done less have got 

handles to their names, because I have stood for equality and liberty of 

conscience while they were truckling to the Church and to the 

aristocracy. Whitefield and I lost chance after chance through our 
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advanced opinions. But I draw the line at Anarchism and Free Love and 

that sort of thing. If I am to be Annie’s guardian, she will have to learn 

that she has a duty to me. I won’t have it: I will not have it. She must 

forbid John Tanner the house; and so must you.  

The parlormaid returns.  

OCTAVIUS. But –   

RAMSDEN. [calling his attention to the servant] Ssh! Well?  

THE MAID. Mr Tanner wishes to see you, sir.  

RAMSDEN. Mr Tanner!  

OCTAVIUS. Jack!  

RAMSDEN. How dare Mr Tanner call on me! Say I cannot see him.  

OCTAVIUS. [hurt] I am sorry you are turning my friend from your 

door like that.  

THE MAID. [calmly] He’s not at the door, sir. He’s upstairs in the 

drawingroom with Miss Ramsden. He came with Mrs Whitefield and 

Miss Ann and Miss Robinson, sir.  

Ramsden’s feelings are beyond words.  

OCTAVIUS. [grinning] That’s very like Jack, Mr Ramsden. You must 

see him, even if it’s only to turn him out.  

RAMSDEN. [hammering out his words with suppressed fury] Go 

upstairs and ask Mr Tanner to be good enough to step down here. [The 

parlormaid goes out; and Ramsden returns to the fireplace, as to a 
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fortified position.] I must say that of all the confounded pieces of 

impertinence – well, if these are Anarchist manners I hope you like 

them. And Annie with him! Annie! A – [he chokes].  

OCTAVIUS. Yes: that’s what surprises me. He’s so desperately afraid 

of Ann. There must be something the matter.  

Mr John Tanner suddenly opens the door and enters. He is too young to 

be described simply as a big man with a beard. But it is already plain 

that middle life will find him in that category. He has still some of the 

slimness of youth; but youthfulness is not the effect he aims at: his frock 

coat would befit a prime minister; and a certain high chested carriage 

of the shoulders, a lofty pose of the head, and the Olympian majesty 

with which a mane, or rather a huge wisp, of hazel colored hair is 

thrown back from an imposing brow, suggest Jupiter rather than 

Apollo. He is prodigiously fluent of speech, restless, excitable (mark the 

snorting nostril and the restless blue eye, just the thirty-secondth of an 

inch too wide open), possibly a little mad. He is carefully dressed, not 

from the vanity that cannot resist finery, but from a sense of the 

importance of everything he does which leads him to make as much of 

paying a call as other men do of getting married or laying a foundation 

stone. A sensitive, susceptible, exaggerative, earnest man: a 

megalomaniac, who would be lost without a sense of humor.  

Just at present the sense of humor is in abeyance. To say that he is 

excited is nothing: all his moods are phases of excitement. He is now in 

the panic-stricken phase; and he walks straight up to Ramsden as if 

with the fixed intention of shooting him on his own hearthrug. But what 

he pulls from his breast pocket is not a pistol, but a foolscap document 

which he thrusts under the indignant nose of Ramsden as he exclaims –   

TANNER. Ramsden: do you know what that is?  

RAMSDEN. [loftily] No, Sir.  
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TANNER. It’s a copy of Whitefield’s will. Ann got it this morning.  

RAMSDEN. When you say Ann, you mean, I presume, Miss 

Whitefield.  

TANNER. I mean our Ann, your Ann, Tavy’s Ann, and now, Heaven 

help me, my Ann!  

OCTAVIUS. [rising, very pale] What do you mean?  

TANNER. Mean! [He holds up the will.] Do you know who is 

appointed Ann’s guardian by this will?  

RAMSDEN. [coolly] I believe I am.  

TANNER. You! You and I, man. I! I!! I!!! Both of us! [He flings the 

will down on the writing table.]  

RAMSDEN. You! Impossible.  

TANNER. It’s only too hideously true. [He throws himself into 

Octavius’s chair.] Ramsden: get me out of it somehow. You don’t 

know Ann as well as I do. She’ll commit every crime a respectable 

woman can; and she’ll justify every one of them by saying that it was 

the wish of her guardians. She’ll put everything on us; and we shall 

have no more control over her than a couple of mice over a cat.  

OCTAVIUS. Jack: I wish you wouldn’t talk like that about Ann.  

TANNER. This chap’s in love with her: that’s another complication. 

Well, she’ll either jilt him and say I didn’t approve of him, or marry 

him and say you ordered her to. I tell you, this is the most staggering 

blow that has ever fallen on a man of my age and temperament.  
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RAMSDEN. Let me see that will, sir. [He goes to the writing table and 

picks it up.] I cannot believe that my old friend Whitefield would have 

shown such a want of confidence in me as to associate me with— [His 

countenance falls as he reads.]  

TANNER. It’s all my own doing: that’s the horrible irony of it. He told 

me one day that you were to be Ann’s guardian; and like a fool I began 

arguing with him about the folly of leaving a young woman under the 

control of an old man with obsolete ideas.  

RAMSDEN. [stupended] My ideas obsolete!!!!!  

TANNER. Totally. I had just finished an essay called Down with 

Government by the Greyhaired; and I was full of arguments and 

illustrations. I said the proper thing was to combine the experience of an 

old hand with the vitality of a young one. Hang me if he didn’t take me 

at my word and alter his will – it’s dated only a fortnight after that 

conversation – appointing me as joint guardian with you!  

RAMSDEN. [pale and determined] I shall refuse to act.  

TANNER. What’s the good of that? I’ve been refusing all the way from 

Richmond; but Ann keeps on saying that of course she’s only an 

orphan; and that she can’t expect the people who were glad to come to 

the house in her father’s time to trouble much about her now. That’s the 

latest game. An orphan! It’s like hearing an ironclad talk about being at 

the mercy of the winds and waves.  

OCTAVIUS. This is not fair, Jack. She is an orphan. And you ought to 

stand by her.  

TANNER. Stand by her! What danger is she in? She has the law on her 

side; she has popular sentiment on her side; she has plenty of money 

and no conscience. All she wants with me is to load up all her moral 
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responsibilities on me, and do as she likes at the expense of my 

character. I can’t control her; and she can compromise me as much as 

she likes. I might as well be her husband.  

RAMSDEN. You can refuse to accept the guardianship. I shall certainly 

refuse to hold it jointly with you.  

TANNER. Yes; and what will she say to that? what d o es  she say to it? 

Just that her father’s wishes are sacred to her, and that she shall always 

look up to me as her guardian whether I care to face the responsibility 

or not. Refuse! You might as well refuse to accept the embraces of a 

boa constrictor when once it gets round your neck.  

OCTAVIUS. This sort of talk is not kind to me, Jack.  

TANNER. [rising and going to Octavius to console him, but still 

lamenting] If he wanted a young guardian, why didn’t he appoint Tavy?  

RAMSDEN. Ah! why indeed?  

OCTAVIUS. I will tell you. He sounded me about it; but I refused the 

trust because I loved her. I had no right to let myself be forced on her as 

a guardian by her father. He spoke to her about it; and she said I was 

right. You know I love her, Mr Ramsden; and Jack knows it too. If Jack 

loved a woman, I would not compare her to a boa constrictor in his 

presence, however much I might dislike her [he sits down between the 

busts and turns his face to the wall].  

RAMSDEN. I do not believe that Whitefield was in his right senses 

when he made that will. You have admitted that he made it under your 

influence.  
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TANNER. You ought to be pretty well obliged to me for my influence. 

He leaves you two thousand five hundred for your trouble. He leaves 

Tavy a dowry for his sister and five thousand for himself.  

OCTAVIUS. [his tears flowing afresh] Oh, I can’t take it. He was too 

good to us.  

TANNER. You won’t get it, my boy, if Ramsden upsets the will.  

RAMSDEN. Ha! I see. You have got me in a cleft stick.  

TANNER. He leaves me nothing but the charge of Ann’s morals, on the 

ground that I have already more money than is good for me. That shows 

that he had his wits about him, doesn’t it?  

RAMSDEN. [grimly] I admit that.  

OCTAVIUS. [rising and coming from his refuge by the wall] Mr 

Ramsden: I think you are prejudiced against Jack. He is a man of honor, 

and incapable of abusing –  

TANNER. Don’t, Tavy: you’ll make me ill. I am not a man of honor: I 

am a man struck down by a dead hand. Tavy: you must marry her after 

all and take her off my hands. And I had set my heart on saving you 

from her!  

OCTAVIUS. Oh, Jack, you talk of saving me from my highest 

happiness.  

TANNER. Yes, a lifetime of happiness. If it were only the first half 

hour’s happiness, Tavy, I would buy it for you with my last penny. But 

a lifetime of happiness! No man alive could bear it: it would be hell on 

earth.  
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RAMSDEN. [violently] Stuff, sir. Talk sense; or else go and waste 

someone else’s time: I have something better to do than listen to your 

fooleries [he positively kicks his way to his table and resumes his seat].  

TANNER. You hear him, Tavy! Not an idea in his head later than 

eighteen-sixty. We can’t leave Ann with no other guardian to turn to.  

RAMSDEN. I am proud of your contempt for my character and 

opinions, sir. Your own are set forth in that book, I believe.  

TANNER. [eagerly going to the table] What! You’ve got my book! 

What do you think of it?  

RAMSDEN. Do you suppose I would read such a book, sir?  

TANNER. Then why did you buy it?  

RAMSDEN. I did not buy it, sir. It has been sent me by some foolish 

lady who seems to admire your views. I was about to dispose of it when 

Octavius interrupted me. I shall do so now, with your permission. [He 

throws the book into the waste paper basket with such vehemence that 

Tanner recoils under the impression that it is being thrown at his head.]  

TANNER. You have no more manners than I have myself. However, 

that saves ceremony between us. [He sits down again.] What do you 

intend to do about this will?  

OCTAVIUS. May I make a suggestion?  

RAMSDEN. Certainly, Octavius.  

OCTAVIUS. Aren’t we forgetting that Ann herself may have some 

wishes in this matter?  
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RAMSDEN. I quite intend that Annie’s wishes shall be consulted in 

every reasonable way. But she is only a woman, and a young and 

inexperienced woman at that.  

TANNER. Ramsden: I begin to pity you.  

RAMSDEN. [hotly] I don’t want to know how you feel towards me, Mr 

Tanner.  

TANNER. Ann will do just exactly what she likes. And what’s more, 

she’ll force us to advise her to do it; and she’ll put the blame on us if it 

turns out badly. So, as Tavy is longing to see her –   

OCTAVIUS. [shyly] I am not, Jack.  

TANNER. You lie, Tavy: you are. So let’s have her down from the 

drawing-room and ask her what she intends us to do. Off with you, 

Tavy, and fetch her. [Tavy turns to go.] And don’t be long for the 

strained relations between myself and Ramsden will make the interval 

rather painful [Ramsden compresses his lips, but says nothing –].  

OCTAVIUS. Never mind him, Mr Ramsden. He’s not serious. [He goes 

out.] 

RAMSDEN [very deliberately] Mr Tanner: you are the most impudent 

person I have ever met.  

TANNER. [seriously] I know it, Ramsden. Yet even I cannot wholly 

conquer shame. We live in an atmosphere of shame. We are ashamed of 

everything that is real about us; ashamed of ourselves, of our relatives, 

of our incomes, of our accents, of our opinions, of our experience, just 

as we are ashamed of our naked skins. Good Lord, my dear Ramsden, 

we are ashamed to walk, ashamed to ride in an omnibus, ashamed to 

hire a hansom instead of keeping a carriage, ashamed of keeping one 
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horse instead of two and a groom-gardener instead of a coachman and 

footman. The more things a man is ashamed of, the more respectable he 

is. Why, you’re ashamed to buy my book, ashamed to read it: the only 

thing you’re not ashamed of is to judge me for it without having read it; 

and even that only means that you’re ashamed to have heterodox 

opinions. Look at the effect I produce because my fairy godmother 

withheld from me this gift of shame. I have every possible virtue that a 

man can have except –  

RAMSDEN. I am glad you think so well of yourself.  

TANNER. All you mean by that is that you think I ought to be ashamed 

of talking about my virtues. You don’t mean that I haven’t got them: 

you know perfectly well that I am as sober and honest a citizen as 

yourself, as truthful personally, and much more truthful politically and 

morally.  

RAMSDEN. [touched on his most sensitive point] I deny that. I will not 

allow you or any man to treat me as if I were a mere member of the 

British public. I detest its prejudices; I scorn its narrowness; I demand 

the right to think for myself. You pose as an advanced man. Let me tell 

you that I was an advanced man before you were born.  

TANNER. I knew it was a long time ago.  

RAMSDEN. I am as advanced as ever I was. I defy you to prove that I 

have ever hauled down the flag. I am more advanced than ever I was. I 

grow more advanced every day.  

TANNER. More advanced in years, Polonius.  

RAMSDEN. Polonius! So you are Hamlet, I suppose.  
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TANNER. No: I am only the most impudent person you’ve ever met. 

That’s your notion of a thoroughly bad character. When you want to 

give me a piece of your mind, you ask yourself, as a just and upright 

man, what is the worst you can fairly say of me. Thief, liar, forger, 

adulterer, perjurer, glutton, drunkard? Not one of these names fit me. 

You have to fall back on my deficiency in shame. Well, I admit it. I 

even congratulate myself; for if I were ashamed of my real self, I should 

cut as stupid a figure as any of the rest of you. Cultivate a little 

impudence, Ramsden; and you will become quite a remarkable man.  

RAMSDEN. I have no –   

TANNER. You have no desire for that sort of notoriety. Bless you, I 

knew that answer would come as well as I know that a box of matches 

will come out of an automatic machine when I put a penny in the slot: 

you would be ashamed to say anything else.  

The crushing retort for which Ramsden has been visibly collecting his 

forces is lost for ever; for at this point Octavius returns with Miss Ann 

Whitefield and her mother; and Ramsden springs up and hurries to the 

door to receive them. Whether Ann is good-looking or not depends upon 

your taste; also and perhaps chiefly on your age and sex. To Octavius 

she is an enchantingly beautiful woman, in whose presence the world 

becomes transfigured, and the puny limits of individual consciousness 

are suddenly made infinite by a mystic memory of the whole life of the 

race to its beginnings in the east, or even back to the paradise from 

which it fell. She is to him the reality of romance, the leaner good sense 

of nonsense, the unveiling of his eyes, the freeing of his soul, the 

abolition of time, place and circumstance, the etherealization of his 

blood into rapturous rivers of the very water of life itself, the revelation 

of all the mysteries and the sanctification of all the dogmas. To her 

mother she is, to put it as moderately as possible, nothing whatever of 

the kind. Not that Octavius’s admiration is in any way ridiculous or 

discreditable. Ann is a well formed creature, as far as that goes; and 
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she is perfectly ladylike, graceful, and comely, with ensnaring eyes and 

hair. Besides, instead of making herself an eyesore, like her mother, she 

has devised a mourning costume of black and violet silk which does 

honor to her late father and reveals the family tradition of brave 

unconventionality by which Ramsden sets such store.  

But all this is beside the point as an explanation of Ann’s charm. Turn 

up her nose, give a cast to her eye, replace her black and violet 

confection by the apron and feathers of a flower girl, strike all the 

aitches out of her speech, and Ann would still make men dream. Vitality 

is as common as humanity; but, like humanity, it sometimes rises to 

genius; and Ann is one of the vital geniuses. Not at all, if you please, an 

oversexed person: that is a vital defect, not a true excess. She is a 

perfectly respectable, perfectly self-controlled woman, and looks it; 

though her pose is fashionably frank and impulsive. She inspires 

confidence as a person who will do nothing she does not mean to do; 

also some fear, perhaps, as a woman who will probably do everything 

she means to do without taking more account of other people than may 

be necessary and what she calls right. In short, what the weaker of her 

own sex sometimes call a cat. 

Nothing can be more decorous than her entry and her reception by 

Ramsden, whom she kisses. The late Mr Whitefield would be gratified 

almost to impatience by the long faces of the men (except Tanner, who 

is fidgety), the silent handgrasps, the sympathetic placing of chairs, the 

sniffing of the widow, and the liquid eye of the daughter, whose heart, 

apparently, will not let her control her tongue to speech. Ramsden and 

Octavius take the two chairs from the wall, and place them for the two 

ladies; but Ann comes to Tanner and takes his chair, which he offers 

with a brusque gesture, subsequently relieving his irritation by sitting 

down on the corner of the writing table with studied indecorum. 

Octavius gives Mrs Whitefield a chair next Ann, and himself takes the 

vacant one which Ramsden has placed under the nose of the effigy of 

Mr Herbert Spencer.  
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Mrs Whitefield, by the way, is a little woman, whose faded flaxen hair 

looks like straw on an egg. She has an expression of muddled 

shrewdness, a squeak of protest in her voice, and an odd air of 

continually elbowing away some larger person who is crushing her into 

a corner. One guesses her as one of those women who are conscious of 

being treated as silly and negligible, and who, without having strength 

enough to assert themselves effectually, at any rate never submit to 

their fate. There is a touch of chivalry in Octavius’s scrupulous 

attention to her, even whilst his whole soul is absorbed by Ann.  

Ramsden goes solemnly back to his magisterial seat at the writing table, 

ignoring Tanner, and opens the proceedings.  

RAMSDEN. I am sorry, Annie, to force business on you at a sad time 

like the present. But your poor dear father’s will has raised a very 

serious question. You have read it, I believe?  

[Ann assents with a nod and a catch of her breath, too much affected to 

speak.]  

I must say I am surprised to find Mr Tanner named as joint guardian 

and trustee with myself of you and Rhoda. [A pause. They all look 

portentous; but they have nothing to say. Ramsden, a little ruffled by the 

lack of any response, continues.] I don’t know that I can consent to act 

under such conditions. Mr Tanner has, I understand, some objection 

also; but I do not profess to understand its nature: he will no doubt 

speak for himself. But we are agreed that we can decide nothing until 

we know your views. I am afraid I shall have to ask you to choose 

between my sole guardianship and that of Mr Tanner; for I fear it is 

impossible for us to undertake a joint arrangement.  

ANN. [in a low musical voice] Mamma –   
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MRS WHITEFIELD. [hastily] Now, Ann, I do beg you not to put it on 

me. I have no opinion on the subject; and if I had, it would probably not 

be attended to. I am quite with whatever you three think best.  

Tanner turns his head and looks fixedly at Ramsden, who angrily 

refuses to receive this mute communication.  

ANN. [resuming in the same gentle voice, ignoring her mother’s bad 

taste] Mamma knows that she is not strong enough to bear the whole 

responsibility for me and Rhoda without some help and advice. Rhoda 

must have a guardian; and though I am older, I do not think any young 

unmarried woman should be left quite to her own guidance. I hope you 

agree with me, Granny?  

TANNER. [starting] Granny! Do you intend to call your guardians 

Granny?  

ANN. Don’t be foolish, Jack. Mr Ramsden has always been Grandpapa 

Roebuck to me: I am Granny’s Annie; and he is Annie’s Granny. I 

christened him so when I first learned to speak.  

RAMSDEN. [sarcastically] I hope you are satisfied, Mr Tanner. Go on, 

Annie: I quite agree with you.  

ANN. Well, if I am to have a guardian, c a n  I set aside anybody whom 

my dear father appointed for me?  

RAMSDEN. [biting his lip] You approve of your father’s choice, then?  

ANN. It is not for me to approve or disapprove. I accept it. My father 

loved me and knew best what was good for me.  

RAMSDEN. Of course I understand your feeling, Annie. It is what I 

should have expected of you; and it does you credit. But it does not 
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settle the question so completely as you think. Let me put a case to you. 

Suppose you were to discover that I had been guilty of some disgraceful 

action – that I was not the man your poor dear father took me for. 

Would you still consider it right that I should be Rhoda’s guardian?  

ANN. I can’t imagine you doing anything disgraceful, Granny.  

TANNER. [to Ramsden] You haven’t done anything of the sort, have 

you?  

RAMSDEN. [indignantly] No sir.  

MRS. WHITEFIELD. [placidly] Well, then, why suppose it?  

ANN. You see, Granny, Mamma would not like me to suppose it.  

RAMSDEN. [much perplexed] You are both so full of natural and 

affectionate feeling in these family matters that it is very hard to put the 

situation fairly before you.  

TANNER. Besides, my friend, you are not putting the situation fairly 

before them.  

RAMSDEN. [sulkily] Put it yourself, then.  

TANNER. I will. Ann: Ramsden thinks I am not fit be your guardian; 

and I quite agree with him. He considers that if your father had read my 

book, he wouldn’t have appointed me. That book is the disgraceful 

action he has been talking about. He thinks it’s your duty for Rhoda’s 

sake to ask him to act alone and to make me withdraw. Say the word 

and I will.  

ANN. But I haven’t read your book, Jack.  
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TANNER. [diving at the waste-paper basket and fishing the book out 

for her] Then read it at once and decide.  

RAMSDEN. If I am to be your guardian, I positively forbid you to read 

that book, Annie. [He smites the table with his fist and rises.]  

ANN. Of course, if you don’t wish it. [She puts the book on the table.]  

TANNER. If one guardian is to forbid you to read the other guardian’s 

book, how are we to settle it? Suppose I order you to read it! What 

about your duty to me?  

ANN. [gently] I am sure you would never purposely force me into a 

painful dilemma, Jack.  

RAMSDEN. [irritably] Yes, yes, Annie: this is all very well, and, as I 

said, quite natural and becoming. But you must make a choice one way 

or the other. We are as much in a dilemma as you.  

ANN. I feel that I am too young, too inexperienced, to decide. My 

father’s wishes are sacred to me.  

MRS WHITEFIELD. If you two men won’t carry them out I must say it 

is rather hard that you should put the responsibility on Ann. It seems to 

me that people are always putting things on other people in this world.  

RAMSDEN. I am sorry you take it that way.  

ANN. [touchingly] Do you refuse to accept me as your ward, Granny?  

RAMSDEN. No: I never said that. I greatly object to act with Mr 

Tanner: that’s all.  

MRS. WHITEFIELD. Why? What’s the matter with poor Jack?  
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TANNER. My views are too advanced for him.  

RAMSDEN. [indignantly] They are not. I deny it.  

ANN. Of course not. What nonsense! Nobody is more advanced than 

Granny. I am sure it is Jack himself who has made all the difficulty. 

Come, Jack! Be kind to me in my sorrow. You don’t refuse to accept 

me as your ward, do you?  

TANNER. [gloomily] No. I let myself in for it; so I suppose I must face 

it. [He turns away to the bookcase, and stands there, moodily studying 

the titles of the volumes.]  

ANN. [rising and expanding with subdued but gushing delight] Then 

we are all agreed; and my dear father’s will is to be carried out. You 

don’t know what a joy that is to me and to my mother! [She goes to 

Ramsden and presses both his hands, saying] And I shall have my dear 

Granny to help and advise me. [She casts a glance at Tanner over her 

shoulder.] And Jack the Giant Killer. [She goes past her mother to 

Octavius.] And Jack’s inseparable friend Ricky-ticky-tavy [he blushes 

and looks inexpressibly foolish].  

MRS WHITEFIELD. [rising and shaking her widow’s weeds straight] 

Now that you are Ann’s guardian, Mr Ramsden, I wish you would 

speak to her about her habit of giving people nicknames. They can’t be 

expected to like it. [She moves towards the door.]  

ANN. How can you say such a thing, Mamma! [Glowing with 

affectionate remorse] Oh, I wonder can you be right! Have I been 

inconsiderate? [She turns to Octavius, who is sitting astride his chair 

with his elbows on the back of it. Putting her hand on his forehead she 

turns his face up suddenly.] Do you want to be treated like a grown up 

man? Must I call you Mr Robinson in future?  
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OCTAVIUS. [earnestly] Oh please call me Ricky-ticky-tavy. “Mr 

Robinson” would hurt me cruelly.  

ANN. [laughs and pats his cheek with her finger; then comes back to 

Ramsden] You know I’m beginning to think that Granny is rather a 

piece of impertinence. But I never dreamt of its hurting you.  

RAMSDEN. [breezily, as he pats her affectionately on the back] My 

dear Annie, nonsense. I insist on Granny. I won’t answer to any other 

name than Annie’s Granny.  

ANN. [gratefully] You all spoil me, except Jack.  

TANNER. [over his shoulder, from the bookcase] I think you ought to 

call me Mr Tanner.  

ANN. [gently] No you don’t, Jack. That’s like the things you say on 

purpose to shock people: those who know you pay no attention to them. 

But, if you like, I’ll call you after your famous ancestor Don Juan.  

RAMSDEN. Don Juan!  

ANN. [innocently] Oh, is there any harm in it? I didn’t know. Then I 

certainly won’t call you that. May I call you Jack until I can think of 

something else?  

TANKER. Oh, for Heaven’s sake don’t try to invent anything worse. I 

capitulate. I consent to Jack. I embrace Jack. Here endeth my first and 

last attempt to assert my authority.  

ANN. You see, Mamma, they all really like to have pet names.  

MRS WHITEFIELD. Well, I think you might at least drop them until 

we are out of mourning.  
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ANN. [reproachfully, stricken to the soul] Oh, how could you remind 

me, mother? [She hastily leaves the room to conceal her emotion.]  

MRS WHITEFIELD. Of course. My fault as usual! [She follows Ann.]  

TANNER. [coming from the bockcase] Ramsden: we’re beaten – 

smashed – nonentitized, like her mother.  

RAMSDEN. Stuff, Sir. [He follows Mrs Whitefield out of the room.]  

TANNER. [left alone with Octavius, stares whimsically at him] Tavy: 

do you want to count for something in the world?  

OCTAVIUS. I want to count for something as a poet: I want to write a 

great play.  

TANNER. With Ann as the heroine?  

OCTAVIUS. Yes: I confess it.  

TANNER. Take care, Tavy. The play with Ann as the heroine is all 

right; but if you’re not very careful, by Heaven she’ll marry you.  

OCTAVIUS. [sighing] No such luck, Jack!  

TANNER. Why, man, your head is in the lioness’s mouth: you are half 

swallowed already – in three bites – Bite One, Ricky; Bite Two, Ticky; 

Bite Three, Tavy; and down you go.  

OCTAVIUS. She is the same to everybody, Jack: you know her ways.  

TANNER. Yes: she breaks everybody’s back with the stroke of her 

paw; but the question is, which of us will she eat? My own opinion is 

that she means to eat you.  
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OCTAVIUS. [rising, pettishly] It’s horrible to talk like that about her 

when she is upstairs crying for her father. But I do so want her to eat me 

that I can bear your brutalities because they give me hope.  

TANNER. Tavy; that’s the devilish side of a woman’s fascination: she 

makes you will your own destruction.  

OCTAVIUS. But it’s not destruction: it’s fulfilment.  

TANNER. Yes, of h e r  purpose; and that purpose is neither her 

happiness nor yours, but Nature’s. Vitality in a woman is a blind fury of 

creation. She sacrifices herself to it: do you think she will hesitate to 

sacrifice you?  

OCTAVIUS. Why, it is just because she is self-sacrificing that she will 

not sacrifice those she loves.  

TANNER. That is the profoundest of mistakes, Tavy. It is the self-

sacrificing women that sacrifice others most recklessly. Because they 

are unselfish, they are kind in little things. Because they have a purpose 

which is not their own purpose, but that of the whole universe, a man is 

nothing to them but an instrument of that purpose.  

OCTAVIUS. Don’t be ungenerous, Jack. They take the tenderest care 

of us.  

TANNER. Yes, as a soldier takes care of his rifle or a musician of his 

violin. But do they allow us any purpose or freedom of our own? Will 

they lend us to one another? Can the strongest man escape from them 

when once he is appropriated? They tremble when we are in danger, 

and weep when we die; but the tears are not for us, but for a father 

wasted, a son’s breeding thrown away. They accuse us of treating them 

as a mere means to our pleasure; but how can so feeble and transient a 
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folly as a man’s selfish pleasure enslave a woman as the whole purpose 

of Nature embodied in a woman can enslave a man?  

OCTAVIUS. What matter, if the slavery makes us happy?  

TANNER. No matter at all if you have no purpose of your own, and 

are, like most men, a mere breadwinner. But you, Tavy, are an artist: 

that is, you have a purpose as absorbing and as unscrupulous as a 

woman’s purpose.  

OCTAVIUS. Not unscrupulous. 

TANNER. Quite unscrupulous. The true artist will let his wife starve, 

his children go barefoot, his mother drudge for his living at seventy, 

sooner than work at anything but his art. To women he is half 

vivisector, half vampire. He gets into intimate relations with them to 

study them, to strip the mask of convention from them, to surprise their 

inmost secrets, knowing that they have the power to rouse his deepest 

creative energies, to rescue him from his cold reason, to make him see 

visions and dream dreams, to inspire him, as he calls it. He persuades 

women that they may do this for their own purpose whilst he really 

means them to do it for his. He steals the mother’s milk and blackens it 

to make printer’s ink to scoff at her and glorify ideal women with. He 

pretends to spare her the pangs of childbearing so that he may have for 

himself the tenderness and fostering that belong of right to her children. 

Since marriage began, the great artist has been known as a bad husband. 

But he is worse: he is a child-robber, a bloodsucker, a hypocrite and a 

cheat. Perish the race and wither a thousand women if only the sacrifice 

of them enable him to act Hamlet better, to paint a finer picture, to write 

a deeper poem, a greater play, a profounder philosophy! For mark you, 

Tavy, the artist’s work is to show us ourselves as we really are. Our 

minds are nothing but this knowledge of ourselves; and he who adds a 

jot to such knowledge creates new mind as surely as any woman creates 

new men. In the rage of that creation he is as ruthless as the woman, as 
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dangerous to her as she to him, and as horribly fascinating. Of all 

human struggles there is none so treacherous and remorseless as the 

struggle between the artist man and the mother woman. Which shall use 

up the other? that is the issue between them. And it is all the deadlier 

because, in your romanticist cant, they love one another.  

OCTAVIUS. Even if it were so – and I don’t admit it for a moment – it 

is out of the deadliest struggles that we get the noblest characters.  

TANNER. Remember that the next time you meet a grizzly bear or a 

Bengal tiger, Tavy.  

OCTAVIUS. I meant where there is love, Jack.  

TANNER. Oh, the tiger will love you. There is no love sincerer than the 

love of food. I think Ann loves you that way: she patted your cheek as if 

it were a nicely underdone chop.  

OCTAVIUS. You know, Jack, I should have to run away from you if I 

did not make it a fixed rule not to mind anything you say. You come out 

with perfectly revolting things sometimes.  

Ramsden returns, followed by Ann. They come in quickly, with their 

former leisurely air of decorous grief changed to one of genuine 

concern, and, on Ramsden’s part, of worry. He comes between the two 

men, intending to address Octavius, but pulls himself up abruptly as he 

sees Tanner. 

RAMSDEN. I hardly expected to find you still here, Mr Tanner.  

TANNER. Am I in the way? Good morning, fellow guardian [he goes 

towards the door].  

ANN. Stop, Jack. Granny: he must know, sooner or later.  
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RAMSDEN. Octavius: I have a very serious piece of news for you. It is 

of the most private and delicate nature – of the most painful nature too, 

I am sorry to say. Do you wish Mr Tanner to be present whilst I 

explain?  

OCTAVIUS. [turning pale] I have no secrets from Jack.  

RAMSDEN. Before you decide that finally, let me say that the news 

concerns your sister, and that it is t e r r i b l e  news.  

OCTAVIUS. Violet! What has happened? Is she – dead?  

RAMSDEN. I am not sure that it is not even worse than that.  

OCTAVIUS. Is she badly hurt? Has there been an accident?  

RAMSDEN. No: nothing of that sort.  

TANNER. Ann: will you have the common humanity to tell us what the 

matter is?  

ANN. [half whispering] I can’t. Violet has done something dreadful. 

We shall have to get her away somewhere. [She flutters to the writing 

table and sits in Ramsden’s chair, leaving the three men to fight it out 

between them.]  

OCTAVIUS. [enlightened] Is t h a t  what you meant, Mr Ramsden?  

RAMSDEN. Yes. [Octavius sinks upon a chair, crushed.] I am afraid 

there is no doubt that Violet did not really go to Eastbourne three weeks 

ago when we thought she was with the Parry Whitefields. And she 

called on a strange doctor yesterday with a wedding ring on her finger. 

Mrs. Parry Whitefield met her there by chance; and so the whole thing 

came out.  
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OCTAVIUS. [rising with his fists clenched] Who is the scoundrel?  

ANN. She won’t tell us.  

OCTAVIUS. [collapsing upon his chair again] What a frightful thing!  

TANNER. [with angry sarcasm] Dreadful. Appalling. Worse than 

death, as Ramsden says. [He comes to Octavius.] What would you not 

give, Tavy, to turn it into a railway accident, with all her bones broken 

or something equally respectable and deserving of sympathy?  

OCTAVIUS. Don’t be brutal, Jack.  

TANNER. Brutal! Good Heavens, man, what are you crying for? Here 

is a woman whom we all supposed to be making bad water color 

sketches, practising Grieg and Brahms, gadding about to concerts and 

parties, wasting her life and her money. We suddenly learn that she has 

turned from these sillinesses to the fulfilment of her highest purpose 

and greatest function – to increase, multiply and replenish the earth. 

And instead of admiring her courage and rejoicing in her instinct; 

instead of crowning the completed womanhood and raising the 

triumphal strain of “Unto us a child is born: unto us a son is given,” 

here you are – you who have been as merry as Brigs in your mourning 

for the dead – all pulling long faces and looking as ashamed and 

disgraced as if the girl had committed the vilest of crimes.  

RAMSDEN. [roaring with rage] I will not have these abominations 

uttered in my house [he smites the writing table with his fist].  

TANNER. Look here: if you insult me again I’ll take you at your word 

and leave your house. Ann: where is Violet now?  

ANN. Why? Are you going to her?  
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TANNER. Of course I am going to her. She wants help; she wants 

money; she wants respect and congratulation. She wants every chance 

for her child. She does not seem likely to get it from you: she shall from 

me. Where is she?  

ANN. Don’t be so headstrong, Jack. She’s upstairs.  

TANNER. What! Under Ramsden’s sacred roof! Go and do your 

miserable duty, Ramsden. Hunt her out into the street. Cleanse your 

threshold from her contamination. Vindicate the purity of your English 

home. I’ll go for a cab.  

ANN. [alarmed] Oh, Granny, you mustn’t do that.  

OCTAVIUS. [broken-heartedly, rising] I’ll take her away, Mr 

Ramsden. She had no right to come to your house.  

RAMSDEN. [indignantly] But I am only too anxious to help her. 

[turning on Tanner] How dare you, sir, impute such monstrous 

intentions to me? I protest against it. I am ready to put down my last 

penny to save her from being driven to run to you for protection.  

TANNER. [subsiding] It’s all right, then. He’s not going to act up to his 

principles. It’s agreed that we all stand by Violet.  

OCTAVIUS. But who is the man? He can make reparation by marrying 

her; and he shall, or he shall answer for it to me.  

RAMSDEN. He shall, Octavius. There you speak like a man.  

TANNER. Then you don’t think him a scoundrel, after all?  

OCTAVIUS. Not a scoundrel! He is a heartless scoundrel.  
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RAMSDEN. A damned scoundrel. I beg your pardon, Annie; but I can 

say no less.  

TANNER. So we are to marry your sister to a damned scoundrel by 

way of reforming her character! On my soul, I think you are all mad.  

ANN. Don’t be absurd, Jack. Of course you are quite right, Tavy; but 

we don’t know who he is: Violet won’t tell us.  

TANNER. What on earth does it matter who he is? He’s done his part; 

and Violet must do the rest.  

RAMSDEN. [beside himself] Stuff! lunacy! There is a rascal in our 

midst, a libertine, a villain worse than a murderer; and we are not to 

learn who he is! In our ignorance we are to shake him by the hand; to 

introduce him into our homes; to trust our daughters with him; to – to –   

ANN. [coaxingly] There, Granny, don’t talk so loud. It’s most 

shocking: we must all admit that; but if Violet won’t tell us, what can 

we do? Nothing. Simply nothing.  

RAMSDEN. Hmph! I’m not so sure of that. If any man has paid Violet 

any special attention, we can easily find that out. If there is any man of 

notoriously loose principles among us –  

TANNER. Ahem!  

RAMSDEN. [raising his voice] Yes sir, I repeat, if there is any man of 

notoriously loose principles among us –  

TANNER. Or any man notoriously lacking in self-control.  

RAMSDEN. [aghast] Do you dare to suggest that I am capable of such 

an act?  
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TANNER. My dear Ramsden, this is an act of which every man is 

capable. [Ann, shocked, goes out, leaving the door open.] That is what 

comes of getting at cross purposes with Nature. The suspicion you have 

just flung at me clings to us all. It’s a sort of mud that sticks to the 

judge’s ermine or the cardinal’s robe as fast as to the rags of the tramp. 

Come, Tavy: don’t look so bewildered: it might have been me: it might 

have been Ramsden; just as it might have been anybody. If it had, what 

could we do but lie and protest as Ramsden is going to protest.  

RAMSDEN. [choking] I – I – I –  

TANNER. Guilt itself could not stammer more confusedly. And yet you 

know perfectly well he’s innocent, Tavy.  

RAMSDEN. [exhausted] I am glad you admit that, sir. I admit, myself, 

that there is an element of truth in what you say, grossly as you may 

distort it to gratify your malicious humor. I hope, Octavius, no 

suspicion of me is possible in your mind.  

OCTAVIUS. Of you! No, not for a moment.  

TANNER. [drily] I think he suspects me just a little.  

OCTAVIUS. Jack: you couldn’t – you wouldn’t –  

TANNER. Why not?  

OCTAVIUS. [appalled] Why not!  

TANNER. Oh, well, I’ll tell you why not. First, you would feel bound 

to quarrel with me. Second, Violet doesn’t like me. Third, if I had the 

honor of being the father of Violet’s child, I should boast of it instead of 

denying it. So be easy: our Friendship is not in danger.  
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OCTAVIUS. I should have put away the suspicion with horror if only 

you would think and feel naturally about it. I beg your pardon.  

TANNER. My pardon! nonsense!  

Ann returns. 

ANN. Have you done? 

TANNER. Yes. What’s happening upstairs?  

ANN. Violet is in the housekeeper’s room – by herself, of course.  

TANNER. Why not in the drawingroom?  

ANN. Don’t be absurd, Jack. Miss Ramsden is in the drawingroom with 

my mother, considering what to do.  

TANNER. Oh! the housekeeper’s room is the penitentiary, I suppose; 

and the prisoner is waiting to be brought before her judges. The old 

cats!  

ANN. Oh, Jack!  

RAMSDEN. You are at present a guest beneath the roof of one of the 

old cats, sir. My sister is the mistress of this house.  

TANNER. She would put me in the housekeeper’s room, too, if she 

dared, Ramsden. However, I withdraw cats. Cats would have more 

sense. Ann: as your guardian, I order you to go to Violet at once and be 

particularly kind to her.  
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ANN. I have seen her, Jack. And I am sorry to say I am afraid she is 

going to be rather obstinate about going abroad. I think Tavy ought to 

speak to her about it.  

OCTAVIUS. How can I speak to her about such a thing [he breaks 

down]?  

ANN. Don’t break down, Ricky. Try to bear it for all our sakes.  

RAMSDEN. Life is not all plays and poems, Octavius. Come! face it 

like a man.  

TANNER. [chafing again] Poor dear brother! Poor dear friends of the 

family! Poor dear Tabbies and Grimalkins. Poor dear everybody except 

the woman who is going to risk her life to create another life! Tavy: 

don’t you be a selfish ass. Away with you and talk to Violet; and bring 

her down here if she cares to come. [Octavius rises.] Tell her we’ll 

stand by her.  

RAMSDEN. [rising] No, sir –  

TANNER. [rising also and interrupting him] Oh, we understand: it’s 

against your conscience; but still you’ll do it.  

OCTAVIUS. I assure you all, on my word, I never meant to be selfish. 

It’s so hard to know what to do when one wishes earnestly to do right.  

TANNER. My dear Tavy, your pious English habit of regarding the 

world as a moral gymnasium built expressly to strengthen your 

character in, occasionally leads you to think about your own 

confounded principles when you should be thinking about other 

people’s necessities. The need of the present hour is a happy mother 

and a healthy baby. Bend your energies on that; and you will see your 

way clearly enough.  
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Octavius, much perplexed, goes out.  

RAMSDEN. [facing Tanner impressively] And Morality, sir? What is 

to become of that?  

TANNER. Meaning a weeping Magdalen and an innocent child 

branded with her shame. Not in our circle, thank you. Morality can go 

to its father the devil.  

RAMSDEN. I thought so, sir. Morality sent to the devil to please our 

libertines, male and female. That is to be the future of England, is it?  

TANNER. Oh, England will survive your disapproval. Meanwhile, I 

understand that you agree with me as to the practical course we are to 

take?  

RAMSDEN. Not in your spirit sir. Not for your reasons.  

TANNER. You can explain that if anybody calls you to account, here or 

hereafter. [He turns away, and plants himself in front of Mr Herbert 

Spencer, at whom he stares gloomily.]  

ANN. [rising and coming to Ramsden] Granny: hadn’t you better go up 

to the drawingroom and tell them what we intend to do?  

RAMSDEN. [looking pointedly at Tanner] I hardly like to leave you 

alone with this gentleman. Will you not come with me?  

ANN. Miss Ramsden would not like to speak about it before me, 

Granny. I ought not to be present.  

RAMSDEN. You are right: I should have thought of that. You are a 

good girl, Annie.  
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He pats her on the shoulder. She looks up at him with beaming eyes and 

he goes out, much moved. Having disposed of him, she looks at Tanner. 

His back being turned to her, she gives a moment’s attention to her 

personal appearance, then softly goes to him and speaks almost into his 

ear. 

ANN. Jack [he turns with a start]: are you glad that you are my 

guardian? You don’t mind being made responsible for me, I hope.  

TANNER. The latest addition to your collection of scapegoats, eh?  

ANN. Oh, that stupid old joke of yours about me! Do please drop it. 

Why do you say things that you know must pain me? I do my best to 

please you, Jack: I suppose I may tell you so now that you are my 

guardian. You will make me so unhappy if you refuse to be friends with 

me.  

TANNER. [studying her as gloomily as he studied the dust] You need 

not go begging for my regard. How unreal our moral judgments are! 

You seem to me to have absolutely no conscience – only hypocrisy; and 

you can’t see the difference – yet there is a sort of fascination about 

you. I always attend to you, somehow. I should miss you if I lost you.  

ANN. [tranquilly slipping her arm into his and walking about with him] 

But isn’t that only natural, Jack? We have known each other since we 

were children. Do you remember?  

TANNER. [abruptly breaking loose] Stop! I remember ev e r yt h i n g .  

ANN. Oh, I daresay we were often very silly; but—  

TANNER. I won’t have it, Ann. I am no more that schoolboy now than 

I am the dotard of ninety I shall grow into if I live long enough. It is 

over: let me forget it.  
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ANN. I am sorry you thought my influence a bad one.  

TANNER. I don’t say it was a bad one. But bad or good, I didn’t 

choose to be cut to your measure. 

ANN. Nobody wants you to, Jack. I assure you – really on my word – I 

don’t mind your queer opinions one little bit. You know we have all 

been brought up to have advanced opinions. Why do you persist in 

thinking me so narrow minded?  

TANNER. That’s the danger of it. I know you don’t mind, because 

you’ve found out that it doesn’t matter. The boa constrictor doesn’t 

mind the opinions of a stag one little bit when once she has got her coils 

round it.  

ANN. [rising in sudden enlightenment] O-o-o-o-oh! n o w  I understand 

why you warned Tavy that I am a boa constrictor. Granny told me. [She 

laughs and throws her boa around his neck.] Doesn’t it feel nice and 

soft, Jack?  

TANNER. [in the toils] You scandalous woman, will you throw away 

even your hypocrisy?  

ANN. I am never hypocritical with you, Jack. Are you angry? [She 

withdraws the boa and throws it on a chair.] Perhaps I shouldn’t have 

done that.  

TANNER. [contemptuously] Pooh, prudery! Why should you not, if it 

amuses you?  

ANN. [Shyly] Well, because – because I suppose what you really meant 

by the boa constrictor was t h i s  [she puts her arms round his neck].  
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TANNER. [Staring at her] Magnificent audacity! [She laughs and pats 

his cheeks.] Now just to think that if I mentioned this episode not a soul 

would believe me except the people who would cut me for telling, 

whilst if you accused me of it nobody would believe my denial.  

ANN. [taking her arms away with perfect dignity] You are incorrigible, 

Jack. But you should not jest about our affection for one another. 

Nobody could possibly misunderstand it. Y o u  do not misunderstand it, 

I hope.  

TANNER. My blood interprets for me, Ann. Poor Ricky Tiky Tavy!  

ANN. [looking quickly at him as if this were a new light] Surely you are 

not so absurd as to be jealous of Tavy.  

TANNER. Jealous! Why should I be? But I don’t wonder at your grip 

of him. I feel the coils tightening round my very self, though you are 

only playing with me.  

ANN. Do you think I have designs on Tavy?  

TANNER. I know you have.  

ANN. [earnestly] Take care, Jack. You may make Tavy very unhappy if 

you mislead him about me.  

TANNER. Never fear: he will not escape you.  

ANN. I wonder are you really a clever man!  

TANNER. Why this sudden misgiving on the subject?  

ANN. You seem to understand all the things I don’t understand; but you 

are a perfect baby in the things I do understand.  
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TANNER. I understand how Tavy feels for you, Ann; you may depend 

on that, at all events.  

ANN. And you think you understand how I feel for Tavy, don’t you?  

TANNER. I know only too well what is going to happen to poor Tavy.  

ANN. I should laugh at you, Jack, if it were not for poor papa’s death. 

Mind! Tavy will be very unhappy.  

TANNER. Yes; but he won’t know it, poor devil. He is a thousand 

times too good for you. That’s why he is going to make the mistake of 

his life about you.  

ANN. I think men make more mistakes by being too clever than by 

being too good [she sits down, with a trace of contempt for the whole 

male sex in the elegant carriage of her shoulders].  

TANNER. Oh, I know you don’t care very much about Tavy. But there 

is always one who kisses and one who only allows the kiss. Tavy will 

kiss; and you will only turn the cheek. And you will throw him over if 

anybody better turns up.  

ANN. [offended] You have no right to say such things, Jack. They are 

not true, and not delicate. If you and Tavy choose to be stupid about 

me, that is not my fault.  

TANNER. [remorsefully] Forgive my brutalities, Ann. They are 

levelled at this wicked world, not at you. [She looks up at him, pleased 

and forgiving. He becomes cautious at once.] All the same, I wish 

Ramsden would come back. I never feel safe with you: there is a 

devilish charm – or no: not a charm, a subtle interest [she laughs]. Just 

so: you know it; and you triumph in it. Openly and shamelessly triumph 

in it!  
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ANN. What a shocking flirt you are, Jack!  

TANNER. A flirt!! I!!! 

ANN. Yes, a flirt. You are always abusing and offending people, but 

you never really mean to let go your hold of them.  

TANNER. I will ring the bell. This conversation has already gone 

further than I intended.  

Ramsden and Octavius come back with Miss Ramsden, a hardheaded 

old maiden lady in a plain brown silk gown, with enough rings, chains 

and brooches to show that her plainness of dress is a matter of 

principle, not of poverty. She comes into the room very determinedly: 

the two men, perplexed and downcast, following her. Ann rises and 

goes eagerly to meet her. Tanner retreats to the wall between the busts 

and pretends to study the pictures. Ramsden goes to his table as usual; 

and Octavius clings to the neighborhood of Tanner.  

MISS RAMSDEN. [almost pushing Ann aside as she comes to Mr. 

Whitefield’s chair and plants herself there resolutely] I wash my hands 

of the whole affair.  

OCTAVIUS. [very wretched] I know you wish me to take Violet away, 

Miss Ramsden. I will. [He turns irresolutely to the door.]  

RAMSDEN. No no –  

MISS RAMSDEN. What is the use of saying no, Roebuck? Octavius 

knows that I would not turn any truly contrite and repentant woman 

from your doors. But when a woman is not only wicked, but intends to 

go on being wicked, she and I part company.  

ANN. Oh, Miss Ramsden, what do you mean? What has Violet said?  
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RAMSDEN. Violet is certainly very obstinate. She won’t leave 

London. I don’t understand her.  

MISS RAMSDEN. I do. It’s as plain as the nose on your face, Roebuck, 

that she won’t go because she doesn’t want to be separated from this 

man, whoever he is.  

ANN. Oh, surely, surely! Octavius: did you speak to her?  

OCTAVIUS. She won’t tell us anything. She won’t make any 

arrangement until she has consulted somebody. It can’t be anybody else 

than the scoundrel who has betrayed her.  

TANNER. [to Octavius] Well, let her consult him. He will be glad 

enough to have her sent abroad. Where is the difficulty?  

MISS RAMSDEN. [Taking the answer out of Octavius’s mouth] The 

difficulty, Mr Jack, is that when he offered to help her I didn’t offer to 

become her accomplice in her wickedness. She either pledges her word 

never to see that man again, or else she finds some new friends; and the 

sooner the better.  

The parlormaid appears at the door. Ann hastily resumes her seat, and 

looks as unconcerned as possible. Octavius instinctively imitates her.  

THE MAID. The cab is at the door, ma’am.  

MISS RAMSDEN. What cab?  

THE MAID. For Miss Robinson.  

MISS RAMSDEN. Oh! [Recovering herself] All right. [The maid 

withdraws.] She has sent for a cab.  



 

48 

 

TANNER. I wanted to send for that cab half an hour ago.  

MISS RAMSDEN. I am glad she understands the position she has 

placed herself in.  

RAMSDEN. I don’t like her going away in this fashion, Susan. We had 

better not do anything harsh.  

OCTAVIUS. No: thank you again and again; but Miss Ramsden is quite 

right. Violet cannot expect to stay.  

ANN. Hadn’t you better go with her, Tavy?  

OCTAVIUS. She won’t have me.  

MISS RAMSDEN. Of course she won’t. She’s going straight to that 

man.  

TANNER. As a natural result of her virtuous reception here.  

RAMSDEN. [much troubled] There, Susan! You hear! and there’s 

some truth in it. I wish you could reconcile it with your principles to be 

a little patient with this poor girl. She’s very young; and there’s a time 

for everything.  

MISS RAMSDEN. Oh, she will get all the sympathy she wants from 

the men. I’m surprised at you, Roebuck.  

TANNER. So am I, Ramsden, most favorably.  

Violet appears at the door. She is as impenitent and self-assured a 

young lady as one would desire to see among the best behaved of her 

sex. Her small head and tiny resolute mouth and chin; her haughty 

crispness of speech and trimness of carriage; the ruthless elegance of 
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her equipment, which includes a very smart hat with a dead bird in it, 

mark a personality which is as formidable as it is exquisitely pretty. She 

is not a siren, like Ann: admiration comes to her without any 

compulsion or even interest on her part; besides, there is some fun in 

Ann, but in this woman none, perhaps no mercy either: if anything 

restrains her, it is intelligence and pride, not compassion. Her voice 

might be the voice of a schoolmistress addressing a class of girls who 

had disgraced themselves, as she proceeds with complete composure 

and some disgust to say what she has come to say. 

VIOLET. I have only looked in to tell Miss Ramsden that she will find 

her birthday present to me, the filagree bracelet, in the housekeeper’s 

room.  

TANNER. Do come in, Violet, and talk to us sensibly.  

VIOLET. Thank you: I have had quite enough of the family 

conversation this morning. So has your mother, Ann: she has gone 

home crying. But at all events, I have found out what some of my 

pretended friends are worth. Good bye.  

TANNER. No, no: one moment. I have something to say which I beg 

you to hear. [She looks at him without the slightest curiosity, but waits, 

apparently as much to finish getting her glove on as to hear what he has 

to say.] I am altogether on your side in this matter. I congratulate you, 

with the sincerest respect, on having the courage to do what you have 

done. You are entirely in the right; and the family is entirely in the 

wrong.  

Sensation. Ann and Miss Ramsden rise and turn toward the two. Violet, 

more surprised than any of the others, forgets her glove, and comes 

forward into the middle of the room, both puzzled and displeased. 

Octavius alone does not move or raise his head; he is overwhelmed 

with shame. 
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ANN. [pleading to Tanner to be sensible] Jack!  

MISS RAMSDEN. [outraged] Well, I must say!  

VIOLET. [sharply to Tanner] Who told you?  

TANNER. Why, Ramsden and Tavy of course. Why should they not?  

VIOLET. But they don’t know.  

TANNER. Don’t know what?  

VIOLET. They don’t know that I am in the right, I mean.  

TANNER. Oh, they know it in their hearts, though they think 

themselves bound to blame you by their silly superstitions about 

morality and propriety and so forth. But I know, and the whole world 

really knows, though it dare not say so, that you were right to follow 

your instinct; that vitality and bravery are the greatest qualities a 

woman can have, and motherhood her solemn initiation into 

womanhood; and that the fact of your not being legally married matters 

not one scrap either to your own worth or to our real regard for you.  

VIOLET. [flushing with indignation] Oh! You think me a wicked 

woman, like the rest. You think I have not only been vile, but that I 

share your abominable opinions. Miss Ramsden: I have borne your hard 

words because I knew you would be sorry for them when you found out 

the truth. But I won’t bear such a horrible insult as to be complimented 

by Jack on being one of the wretches of whom he approves. I have kept 

my marriage a secret for my husband’s sake. But now I claim my right 

as a married woman not to be insulted.  

OCTAVIUS. [raising his head with inexpressible relief] You are 

married!  
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VIOLET. Yes; and I think you might have guessed it. What business 

had you all to take it for granted that I had no right to wear my wedding 

ring? Not one of you even asked me: I cannot forget that.  

TANNER. [in ruins] I am utterly crushed. I meant well – I apologize – 

abjectly apologize.  

VIOLET. I hope you will be more careful in future about the things you 

say. Of course one does not take them seriously. But they are very 

disagreeable, and rather in bad taste.  

TANNER. [bowing to the storm] I have no defence: I shall know better 

in future than to take any woman’s part. We have all disgraced 

ourselves in your eyes, I am afraid, except Ann. S h e  befriended you. 

For Ann’s sake, forgive us.  

VIOLET. Yes: Ann has been very kind; but then Ann knew.  

TANNER. Oh! 

MISS RAMSDEN. [stiffly] And who, pray, is the gentleman who does 

not acknowledge his wife?  

VIOLET. [promptly] That is my business, Miss Ramsden, and not 

yours. I have my reasons for keeping my marriage a secret for the 

present.  

RAMSDEN. All I can say is that we are extremely sorry, Violet. I am 

shocked to think of how we have treated you.  

OCTAVIUS. [awkwardly] I beg your pardon, Violet. I can say no more.  
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MISS RAMSDEN. [still loth to surrender] Of course what you say puts 

a very different complexion on the matter. All the same, I owe it to 

myself –  

VIOLET. [cutting her short] You owe me an apology, Miss Ramsden: 

that’s what you owe both to yourself and to me. If you were a married 

woman you would not like sitting in the housekeeper’s room and being 

treated like a naughty child by young girls and old ladies without any 

serious duties and responsibilities.  

TANNER. Don’t hit us when we’re down, Violet. We seem to have 

made fools of ourselves; but really it was you who made fools of us.  

VIOLET. It was no business of yours, Jack, in any case.  

TANNER. No business of mine! Why, Ramsden as good as accused me 

of being the unknown gentleman.  

Ramsden makes a frantic demonstration; but Violet’s cool keen anger 

extinguishes it.  

VIOLET. You! Oh, how infamous! how abominable! How 

disgracefully you have all been talking about me! If my husband knew 

it he would never let me speak to any of you again. [To Ramsden] I 

think you might have spared me, at least.  

RAMSDEN. But I assure you I never – at least it is a monstrous 

perversion of something I said that –  

MISS RAMSDEN. You needn’t apologize, Roebuck. She brought it all 

on herself. It is for her to apologize for having deceived us.  

VIOLET. I can make allowances for you, Miss Ramsden: you cannot 

understand how I feel on this subject though I should have expected 
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rather better taste from people of greater experience. However, I quite 

feel that you have all placed yourselves in a very painful position; and 

the most truly considerate thing for me to do is to go at once. Good 

morning.  

She goes, leaving them staring.  

MISS RAMSDEN. Well, I must say—!  

RAMSDEN. [plaintively] I don’t think she is quite fair to us.  

TANNER. You must cower before the wedding ring like the rest of us, 

Ramsden. The cup of our ignominy is full. 

 

 

ACT II  

On the carriage drive in the park of a country house near Richmond an 

open touring motor car has broken down. It stands in front of a clump 

of trees round which the drive sweeps to the house, which is partly 

visible through them: indeed Tanner, standing in the drive with the car 

on his right hand, could get an unobstructed view of the west corner of 

the house on his left were he not far too much interested in a pair of 

supine legs in blue serge trousers which protrude from beneath the 

machine. He is watching them intently with bent back and hands 

supported on his knees. His leathern overcoat and peaked cap proclaim 

him one of the dismounted passengers.  

THE LEGS. Aha! I got him.  

TANNER. All right now?  
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THE LEGS. All right now.  

Tanner stoops and takes the legs by the ankles, drawing their owner 

forth like a wheelbarrow, walking on his hands, with a hammer in his 

mouth. He is a young man in a neat suit of blue serge, clean shaven, 

dark eyed, square fingered, with short well brushed black hair and 

rather irregular sceptically turned eyebrows. When he is manipulating 

the car his movements are swift and sudden, yet attentive and 

deliberate. With Tanner and Tanner’s friends his manner is not in the 

least deferential, but cool and reticent, keeping them quite effectually at 

a distance whilst giving them no excuse for complaining of him. 

Nevertheless he has a vigilant eye on them always, and that, too, rather 

cynically, like a man who knows the world well from its seamy side. He 

speaks slowly and with a touch of sarcasm; and as he does not at all 

affect the gentleman in his speech, it may be inferred that his smart 

appearance is a mark of respect to himself and his own class, not to 

that which employs him. 

He now gets into the car to test his machinery and put his cap and 

overcoat on again. Tanner takes off his leather overcoat and pitches it 

into the car. The chauffeur (or automobilist or motoreer or whatever 

England may presently decide to call him) looks round inquiringly in 

the act of stowing away his hammer.  

THE CHAUFFEUR. Had enough of it, eh?  

TANNER. I may as well walk to the house and stretch my legs and 

calm my nerves a little. [Looking at his watch] I suppose you know that 

we have come from Hyde Park Corner to Richmond in twenty-one 

minutes.  

THE CHAUFFEUR. I’d have done it under fifteen if I’d had a clear 

road all the way.  
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TANNER. Why do you do it? Is it for love of sport or for the fun of 

terrifying your unfortunate employer?  

THE CHAUFFEUR. What are you afraid of?  

TANNER. The police, and breaking my neck.  

THE CHAUFFEUR. Well, if you like easy going, you can take a bus, 

you know. It’s cheaper. You pay me to save your time and give you the 

value of your thousand pound car. [He sits down calmly.]  

TANNER. I am the slave of that car and of you too. I dream of the 

accursed thing at night.  

THE CHAUFFEUR. You’ll get over that. If you’re going up to the 

house, may I ask how long you’re goin to stay there? Because if you 

mean to put in the whole morning talkin to the ladies, I’ll put the car in 

the stables and make myself comfortable. If not, I’ll keep the car on the 

go about here til you come.  

TANNER. Better wait here. We shan’t be long. There’s a young 

American gentleman, a Mr Malone, who is driving Mr Robinson down 

in his new American steam car.  

THE CHAUFFEUR. [springing up and coming hastily out of the car to 

Tanner] American steam car! Wot! racin us down from London!  

TANNER. Perhaps they’re here already.  

THE CHAUFFEUR. If I’d known it! [With deep reproach] Why didn’t 

you tell me, Mr Tanner?  

TANNER. Because I’ve been told that this car is capable of 84 miles an 

hour; and I already know what YOU are capable of when there is a rival 
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car on the road. No, Henry: there are things it is not good for you to 

know; and this was one of them. However, cheer up: we are going to 

have a day after your own heart. The American is to take Mr Robinson 

and his sister and Miss Whitefield. We are to take Miss Rhoda.  

THE CHAUFFEUR. [consoled, and musing on another matter] That’s 

Miss Whitefield’s sister, isn’t it?  

TANNER. Yes.  

THE CHAUFFEUR. And Miss Whitefield herself is goin in the other 

car? Not with you?  

TANNER. Why the devil should she come with me? Mr Robinson will 

be in the other car. [The Chauffeur looks at Tanner with cool 

incredulity, and turns to the car, whistling a popular air softly to 

himself. Tanner, a little annoyed, is about to pursue the subject when he 

hears the footsteps of Octavius on the gravel. Octavius is coming from 

the house, dressed for motoring, but without his overcoat.] We’ve lost 

the race, thank Heaven: here’s Mr Robinson. Well, Tavy, is the steam 

car a success?  

OCTAVIUS. I think so. We came from Hyde Park Corner here in 

seventeen minutes. [The Chauffeur, furious, kicks the car with a groan 

of vexation.] How long were you?  

TANNER. Oh, about three quarters of an hour or so.  

THE CHAUFFEUR. [remonstrating] Now, now, Mr Tanner, come 

now! We could ha done it easy under fifteen.  

TANNER. By the way, let me introduce you. Mr Octavius Robinson: 

Mr Enry Straker.  
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STRAKER. Pleased to meet you, sir. Mr Tanner is gittin at you with his 

Enry Straker, you know. You call it Henery. But I don’t mind, bless 

you.  

TANNER. You think it’s simply bad taste in me to chaff him, Tavy. 

But you’re wrong. This man takes more trouble to drop his aiches than 

ever his father did to pick them up. It’s a mark of caste to him. I have 

never met anybody more swollen with the pride of class than Enry is.  

STRAKER. Easy, easy! A little moderation, Mr Tanner.  

TANNER. A little moderation, Tavy, you observe. Y o u  would tell me 

to draw it mild. But this chap has been educated. What’s more, he 

knows that we haven’t. What was that Board School of yours, Straker?  

STRAKER. Sherbrooke Road.  

TANNER. Sherbrooke Road! Would any of us say Rugby! Harrow! 

Eton! in that tone of intellectual snobbery? Sherbrooke Road is a place 

where boys learn something; Eton is a boy farm where we are sent 

because we are nuisances at home, and because in after life, whenever a 

Duke is mentioned, we can claim him as an old schoolfellow.  

STRAKER. You don’t know nothing about it, Mr. Tanner. It’s not the 

Board School that does it: it’s the Polytechnic.  

TANNER. His university, Octavius. Not Oxford, Cambridge, Durham, 

Dublin or Glasgow. Not even those Nonconformist holes in Wales. No, 

Tavy. Regent Street, Chelsea, the Borough – I don’t know half their 

confounded names: these are his universities, not mere shops for selling 

class limitations like ours. You despise Oxford, Enry, don’t you?  

STRAKER. No, I don’t. Very nice sort of place, Oxford, I should think, 

for people that like that sort of place. They teach you to be a gentleman 
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there. In the Polytechnic they teach you to be an engineer or such like. 

See?  

TANNER. Sarcasm, Tavy, sarcasm! Oh, if you could only see into 

Enry’s soul, the depth of his contempt for a gentleman, the arrogance of 

his pride in being an engineer, would appal you. He positively likes the 

car to break down because it brings out my gentlemanly helplessness 

and his workmanlike skill and resource.  

STRAKER. Never you mind him, Mr Robinson. He likes to talk. We 

know him, don’t we?  

OCTAVIUS. [earnestly] But there’s a great truth at the bottom of what 

he says. I believe most intensely in the dignity of labor.  

STRAKER. [unimpressed] That’s because you never done any, Mr 

Robinson. My business is to do away with labor. You’ll get more out of 

me and a machine than you will out of twenty laborers, and not so much 

to drink either.  

TANNER. For Heaven’s sake, Tavy, don’t start him on political 

economy. He knows all about it; and we don’t. You’re only a poetic 

Socialist, Tavy: he’s a scientific one.  

STRAKER. [unperturbed] Yes. Well, this conversation is very 

improvin; but I’ve got to look after the car; and you two want to talk 

about your ladies. I know. [He retires to busy himself about the car; 

and presently saunters off towards the house.]  

TANNER. That’s a very momentous social phenomenon.  

OCTAVIUS. What is?  
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TANNER. Straker is. Here have we literary and cultured persons been 

for years setting up a cry of the New Woman whenever some unusually 

old fashioned female came along; and never noticing the advent of the 

New Man. Straker’s the New Man.  

OCTAVIUS. I see nothing new about him, except your way of chaffing 

him. But I don’t want to talk about him just now. I want to speak to you 

about Ann.  

TANNER. Straker knew even that. He learnt it at the Polytechnic, 

probably. Well, what about Ann? Have you proposed to her?  

OCTAVIUS. [self-reproachfully] I was brute enough to do so last night.  

TANNER. Brute enough! What do you mean?  

OCTAVIUS. [dithyrambically] Jack: we men are all coarse. We never 

understand how exquisite a woman’s sensibilities are. How could I have 

done such a thing!  

TANNER. Done what, you maudlin idiot?  

OCTAVIUS. Yes, I am an idiot. Jack: if you had heard her voice! if you 

had seen her tears! I have lain awake all night thinking of them. If she 

had reproached me, I could have borne it better.  

TANNER. Tears! that’s dangerous. What did she say?  

OCTAVIUS. She asked me how she could think of anything now but 

her dear father. She stifled a sob – [he breaks down].  

TANNER. [patting him on the back] Bear it like a man, Tavy, even if 

you feel it like an ass. It’s the old game: she’s not tired of playing with 

you yet.  
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OCTAVIUS. [impatiently] Oh, don’t be a fool, Jack. Do you suppose 

this eternal shallow cynicism of yours has any real bearing on a nature 

like hers?  

TANNER. Hm! Did she say anything else?  

OCTAVIUS. Yes; and that is why I expose myself and her to your 

ridicule by telling you what passed.  

TANNER. [remorsefully] No, dear Tavy, not ridicule, on my honor! 

However, no matter. Go on.  

OCTAVIUS. Her sense of duty is so devout, so perfect, so –  

TANNER. Yes: I know. Go on.  

OCTAVIUS. You see, under this new arrangement, you and Ramsden 

are her guardians; and she considers that all her duty to her father is 

now transferred to you. She said she thought I ought to have spoken to 

you both in the first instance. Of course she is right; but somehow it 

seems rather absurd that I am to come to you and formally ask to be 

received as a suitor for your ward’s hand.  

TANNER. I am glad that love has not totally extinguished your sense of 

humor, Tavy.  

OCTAVIUS. That answer won’t satisfy her.  

TANNER. My official answer is, obviously, Bless you, my children: 

may you be happy!  

OCTAVIUS. I wish you would stop playing the fool about this. If it is 

not serious to you, it is to me, and to her.  
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TANNER. You know very well that she is as free to choose as you. She 

does not think so.  

OCTAVIUS. She does not think so.  

TANNER. Oh, doesn’t she! j u s t ! However, say what you want me to 

do.  

OCTAVIUS. I want you to tell her sincerely and earnestly what you 

think about me. I want you to tell her that you can trust her to me – that 

is, if you feel you can.  

TANNER. I have no doubt that I can trust her to you. What worries me 

is the idea of trusting you to her. Have you read Maeterlinck’s book 

about the bee?  

OCTAVIUS. [keeping his temper with difficulty] I am not discussing 

literature at present.  

TANNER. Be just a little patient with me. I am not discussing 

literature: the book about the bee is natural history. It’s an awful lesson 

to mankind. You think that you are Ann’s suitor; that you are the 

pursuer and she the pursued; that it is your part to woo, to persuade, to 

prevail, to overcome. Fool: it is you who are the pursued, the marked 

down quarry, the destined prey. You need not sit looking longingly at 

the bait through the wires of the trap: the door is open, and will remain 

so until it shuts behind you for ever.  

OCTAVIUS. I wish I could believe that, vilely as you put it.  

TANNER. Why, man, what other work has she in life but to get a 

husband? It is a woman’s business to get married as soon as possible, 

and a man’s to keep unmarried as long as he can. You have your poems 

and your tragedies to work at: Ann has nothing.  
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OCTAVIUS. I cannot write without inspiration. And nobody can give 

me that except Ann.  

TANNER. Well, hadn’t you better get it from her at a safe distance? 

Petrarch didn’t see half as much of Laura, nor Dante of Beatrice, as you 

see of Ann now; and yet they wrote first-rate poetry – at least so I’m 

told. They never exposed their idolatry to the test of domestic 

familiarity; and it lasted them to their graves. Marry Ann and at the end 

of a week you’ll find no more inspiration than in a plate of muffins.  

OCTAVIUS. You think I shall tire of her.  

TANNER. Not at all: you don’t get tired of muffins. But you don’t find 

inspiration in them; and you won’t in her when she ceases to be a poet’s 

dream and becomes a solid eleven stone wife. You’ll be forced to dream 

about somebody else; and then there will be a row.  

OCTAVIUS. This sort of talk is no use, Jack. You don’t understand. 

You have never been in love.  

TANNER. I! I have never been out of it. Why, I am in love even with 

Ann. But I am neither the slave of love nor its dupe. Go to the bee, thou 

poet: consider her ways and be wise. By Heaven, Tavy, if women could 

do without our work, and we ate their children’s bread instead of 

making it, they would kill us as the spider kills her mate or as the bees 

kill the drone. And they would be right if we were good for nothing but 

love.  

OCTAVIUS. Ah, if we were only good enough for Love! There is 

nothing like Love: there is nothing else but Love: without it the world 

would be a dream of sordid horror.  
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TANNER. And this – t h i s  is the man who asks me to give him the 

hand of my ward! Tavy: I believe we were changed in our cradles, and 

that you are the real descendant of Don Juan.  

OCTAVIUS. I beg you not to say anything like that to Ann.  

TANNER. Don’t be afraid. She has marked you for her own; and 

nothing will stop her now. You are doomed. [Straker comes back with a 

newspaper.] Here comes the New Man, demoralizing himself with a 

halfpenny paper as usual.  

STRAKER. Now, would you believe it: Mr Robinson, when we’re out 

motoring we take in two papers, the Times for him, the Leader or the 

Echo for me. And do you think I ever see my paper? Not much. He 

grabs the Leader and leaves me to stodge myself with his Times.  

OCTAVIUS. Are there no winners in the Times?  

TANNER. Enry don’t old with bettin, Tavy. Motor records are his 

weakness. What’s the latest?  

STRAKER. Paris to Biskra at forty mile an hour average, not countin 

the Mediterranean.  

TANNER. How many killed?  

STRAKER. Two silly sheep. What does it matter? Sheep don’t cost 

such a lot: they were glad to ave the price without the trouble o sellin 

em to the butcher. All the same, d’y’see, there’ll be a clamor agin it 

presently; and then the French Government’ll stop it; an our chance will 

be gone see? That what makes me fairly mad: Mr Tanner won’t do a 

good run while he can.  

TANNER. Tavy: do you remember my uncle James?  



 

64 

 

OCTAVIUS. Yes. Why?  

TANNER. Uncle James had a first rate cook: he couldn’t digest 

anything except what she cooked. Well, the poor man was shy and 

hated society. But his cook was proud of her skill, and wanted to serve 

up dinners to princes and ambassadors. To prevent her from leaving 

him, that poor old man had to give a big dinner twice a month, and 

suffer agonies of awkwardness. Now here am I; and here is this chap 

Enry Straker, the New Man. I loathe travelling; but I rather like Enry. 

He cares for nothing but tearing along in a leather coat and goggles, 

with two inches of dust all over him, at sixty miles an hour and the risk 

of his life and mine. Except, of course, when he is lying on his back in 

the mud under the machine trying to find out where it has given way. 

Well, if I don’t give him a thousand mile run at least once a fortnight I 

shall lose him. He will give me the sack and go to some American 

millionaire; and I shall have to put up with a nice respectful groom-

gardener-amateur, who will touch his hat and know his place. I am 

Enry’s slave, just as Uncle James was his cook’s slave.  

STRAKER. [exasperated] Garn! I wish I had a car that would go as fast 

as you can talk, Mr Tanner. What I say is that you lose money by a 

motor car unless you keep it workin. Might as well ave a pram and a 

nussmaid to wheel you in it as that car and me if you don’t git the last 

inch out of us both.  

TANNER. [soothingly] All right, Henry, all right. We’ll go out for half 

an hour presently.  

STRAKER. [in disgust] Arf an ahr! [He returns to his machine; seats 

himself in it; and turns up a fresh page of his paper in search of more 

news.]  

OCTAVIUS. Oh, that reminds me. I have a note for you from Rhoda. 

[He gives Tanner a note.]  
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TANNER. [opening it] I rather think Rhoda is heading for a row with 

Ann. As a rule there is only one person an English girl hates more than 

she hates her mother; and that’s her eldest sister. But Rhoda positively 

prefers her mother to Ann. She – [indignantly] Oh, I say!  

OCTAVIUS. What’s the matter?  

TANNER. Rhoda was to have come with me for a ride in the motor car. 

She says Ann has forbidden her to go out with me.  

Straker suddenly begins whistling his favorite air with remarkable 

deliberation. Surprised by this burst of larklike melody, and jarred by a 

sardonic note in its cheerfulness, they turn and look inquiringly at him. 

But he is busy with his paper; and nothing comes of their movement.  

OCTAVIUS. [recovering himself] Does she give any reason?  

TANNER. Reason! An insult is not a reason. Ann forbids her to be 

alone with me on any occasion. Says I am not a fit person for a young 

girl to be with. What do you think of your paragon now?  

OCTAVIUS. You must remember that she has a very heavy 

responsibility now that her father is dead. Mrs Whitefield is too weak to 

control Rhoda.  

TANNER. [staring at him] In short, you agree with Ann.  

OCTAVIUS. No; but I think I understand her. You must admit that 

your views are hardly suited for the formation of a young girl’s mind 

and character.  

TANNER. I admit nothing of the sort. I admit that the formation of a 

young lady’s mind and character usually consists in telling her lies; but 
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I object to the particular lie that I am in the habit of abusing the 

confidence of girls.  

OCTAVIUS. Ann doesn’t say that, Jack.  

TANNER. What else does she mean?  

STRAKER. [catching sight of Ann coming from the house] Miss 

Whitefield, gentlemen. [He dismounts and strolls away down the 

avenue with the air of a man who knows he is no longer wanted.]  

ANN. [coming between Octavius and Tanner] Good morning, Jack. I 

have come to tell you that poor Rhoda has got one of her headaches and 

cannot go out with you to-day in the car. It is a cruel disappointment to 

her, poor child!  

TANNER. What do you say now, Tavy.  

OCTAVIUS. Surely you cannot misunderstand, Jack. Ann is showing 

you the kindest consideration, even at the cost of deceiving you.  

ANN. What do you mean?  

TANNER. Would you like to cure Rhoda’s headache, Ann?  

ANN. Of course.  

TANNER. Then tell her what you said just now; and add that you 

arrived about two minutes after I had received her letter and read it.  

ANN. Rhoda has written to you!  

TANNER. With full particulars.  
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OCTAVIUS. Never mind him, Ann. You were right, quite right. Ann 

was only doing her duty, Jack; and you know it. Doing it in the kindest 

way, too.  

ANN. [going to Octavius] How kind you are, Tavy! How helpful! How 

well you understand!  

Octavius beams.  

TANNER. Ay: tighten the coils. You love her, Tavy, don’t you?  

OCTAVIUS. She knows I do.  

ANN. Hush. For shame, Tavy!  

TANNER. Oh, I give you leave. I am your guardian; and I commit you 

to Tavy’s care for the next hour.  

ANN. No, Jack. I must speak to you about Rhoda. Ricky: will you go 

back to the house and entertain your American friend? He’s rather on 

Mamma’s hands so early in the morning. She wants to finish her 

housekeeping.  

OCTAVIUS. I fly, dearest Ann [he kisses her hand].  

ANN. [tenderly] Ricky Ticky Tavy!  

He looks at her with an eloquent blush, and runs off.  

TANNER. [bluntly] Now look here, Ann. This time you’ve landed 

yourself; and if Tavy were not in love with you past all salvation he’d 

have found out what an incorrigible liar you are.  

ANN. You misunderstand, Jack. I didn’t dare tell Tavy the truth.  
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TANNER. No: your daring is generally in the opposite direction. What 

the devil do you mean by telling Rhoda that I am too vicious to 

associate with her? How can I ever have any human or decent relations 

with her again, now that you have poisoned her mind in that 

abominable way?  

ANN. I know you are incapable of behaving badly.  

TANNER. Then why did you lie to her?  

ANN. I had to.  

TANNER. Had to!  

ANN. Mother made me.  

TANNER. [his eye flashing] Ha! I might have known it. The mother! 

Always the mother!  

ANN. It was that dreadful book of yours. You know how timid mother 

is. All timid women are conventional: we must be conventional, Jack, 

or we are so cruelly, so vilely misunderstood. Even you, who are a man, 

cannot say what you think without being misunderstood and vilified—

yes: I admit it: I have had to vilify you. Do you want to have poor 

Rhoda misunderstood and vilified in the same way? Would it be right 

for mother to let her expose herself to such treatment before she is old 

enough to judge for herself?  

TANNER. In short, the way to avoid misunderstanding is for everybody 

to lie and slander and insinuate and pretend as hard as they can. That is 

what obeying your mother comes to.  

ANN. I love my mother, Jack.  
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TANNER. [working himself up into a sociological rage] Is that any 

reason why you are not to call your soul your own? Oh, I protest against 

this vile abjection of youth to age! Look at fashionable society as you 

know it. What does it pretend to be? An exquisite dance of nymphs. 

What is it? A horrible procession of wretched girls, each in the claws of 

a cynical, cunning, avaricious, disillusioned, ignorantly experienced, 

foul-minded old woman whom she calls mother, and whose duty it is to 

corrupt her mind and sell her to the highest bidder. Why do these 

unhappy slaves marry anybody, however old and vile, sooner than not 

marry at all? Because marriage is their only means of escape from these 

decrepit fiends who hide their selfish ambitions, their jealous hatreds of 

the young rivals who have supplanted them, under the mask of maternal 

duty and family affection. Such things are abominable: the voice of 

nature proclaims for the daughter a father’s care and for the son a 

mother’s. The law for father and son and mother and daughter is not the 

law of love: it is the law of revolution, of emancipation, of final 

supersession of the old and worn-out by the young and capable. I tell 

you, the first duty of manhood and womanhood is a Declaration of 

Independence: the man who pleads his father’s authority is no man: the 

woman who pleads her mother’s authority is unfit to bear citizens to a 

free people.  

ANN. [watching him with quiet curiosity] I suppose you will go in 

seriously for politics some day, Jack.  

TANNER. [heavily let down] Eh? What? Wh – ? [Collecting his 

scattered wits] What has that got to do with what I have been saying?  

ANN. You talk so well.  

TANNER. Talk! Talk! It means nothing to you but talk. Well, go back 

to your mother, and help her to poison Rhoda’s imagination as she has 

poisoned yours. It is the tame elephants who enjoy capturing the wild 

ones.  
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ANN. I am getting on. Yesterday I was a boa constrictor: to-day I am an 

elephant.  

TANNER. Yes. So pack your trunk and begone; I have no more to say 

to you.  

ANN. You are so utterly unreasonable and impracticable. What c a n  I 

do?  

TANNER. Do! Break your chains. Go your way according to your own 

conscience and not according to your mother’s. Get your mind clean 

and vigorous; and learn to enjoy a fast ride in a motor car instead of 

seeing nothing in it but an excuse for a detestable intrigue. Come with 

me to Marseilles and across to Algiers and to Biskra, at sixty miles an 

hour. Come right down to the Cape if you like. That will be a 

Declaration of Independence with a vengeance. You can write a book 

about it afterwards. That will finish your mother and make a woman of 

you.  

ANN. [thoughtfully] I don’t think there would be any harm in that, Jack. 

You are my guardian: you stand in my father’s place, by his own wish. 

Nobody could say a word against our travelling together. It would be 

delightful: thank you a thousand times, Jack. I’ll come.  

TANNER. [aghast] You’ll come!!!  

ANN. Of course.  

TANNER. But – [he stops, utterly appalled; then resumes feebly] No: 

look here, Ann: if there’s no harm in it there’s no point in doing it.  

ANN. How absurd you are! You don’t want to compromise me, do 

you?  
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TANNER. Yes: that’s the whole sense of my proposal.  

ANN. You are talking the greatest nonsense; and you know it. You 

would never do anything to hurt me.  

TANNER. Well, if you don’t want to be compromised, don’t come.  

ANN. [with simple earnestness] Yes, I will come, Jack, since you wish 

it. You are my guardian; and I think we ought to see more of one 

another and come to know one another better. [Gratefully] It’s very 

thoughtful and very kind of you, Jack, to offer me this lovely holiday, 

especially after what I said about Rhoda. You really are good – much 

better than you think. When do we start?  

TANNER. But –  

The conversation is interrupted by the arrival of Mrs Whitefield from 

the house. She is accompanied by the American gentleman, and 

followed by Ramsden and Octavius.  

Hector Malone is an Eastern American; but he is not at all ashamed of 

his nationality. This makes English people of fashion think well of him, 

as of a young fellow who is manly enough to confess to an obvious 

disadvantage without any attempt to conceal or extenuate it. They feel 

that he ought not to be made to suffer for what is clearly not his fault, 

and make a point of being specially kind to him. His chivalrous 

manners to women, and his elevated moral sentiments, being both 

gratuitous and unusual, strike them as being a little unfortunate; and 

though they find his vein of easy humor rather amusing when it has 

ceased to puzzle them (as it does at first), they have had to make him 

understand that he really must not tell anecdotes unless they are strictly 

personal and scandalous, and also that oratory is an accomplishment 

which belongs to a cruder stage of civilization than that in which his 

migration has landed him. On these points Hector is not quite 
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convinced: he still thinks that the British are apt to make merits of their 

stupidities, and to represent their various incapacities as points of good 

breeding. English life seems to him to suffer from a lack of edifying 

rhetoric (which he calls moral tone); English behavior to show a want 

of respect for womanhood; English pronunciation to fail very vulgarly 

in tackling such words as world, girl, bird, etc.; English society to be 

plain spoken to an extent which stretches occasionally to intolerable 

coarseness; and English intercourse to need enlivening by games and 

stories and other pastimes; so he does not feel called upon to acquire 

these defects after taking great paths to cultivate himself in a first rate 

manner before venturing across the Atlantic. To this culture he finds 

English people either totally indifferent as they very commonly are to 

all culture, or else politely evasive, the truth being that Hector’s culture 

is nothing but a state of saturation with our literary exports of thirty 

years ago, reimported by him to be unpacked at a moment’s notice and 

hurled at the head of English literature, science and art, at every 

conversational opportunity. The dismay set up by these sallies 

encourages him in his belief that he is helping to educate England. 

When he finds people chattering harmlessly about Anatole France and 

Nietzsche, he devastates them with Matthew Arnold, the Autocrat of the 

Breakfast Table, and even Macaulay; and as he is devoutly religious at 

bottom, he first leads the unwary, by humorous irreverences, to wave 

popular theology out of account in discussing moral questions with him, 

and then scatters them in confusion by demanding whether the carrying 

out of his ideals of conduct was not the manifest object of God Almighty 

in creating honest men and pure women. The engaging freshness of his 

personality and the dumbfoundering staleness of his culture make it 

extremely difficult to decide whether he is worth knowing; for whilst his 

company is undeniably pleasant and enlivening, there is intellectually 

nothing new to be got out of him, especially as he despises politics, and 

is careful not to talk commercial shop, in which department he is 

probably much in advance of his English capitalist friends. He gets on 

best with romantic Christians of the amoristic sect: hence the friendship 

which has sprung up between him and Octavius.  
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In appearance Hector is a neatly built young man of twenty-four, with a 

short, smartly trimmed black beard, clear, well shaped eyes, and an 

ingratiating vivacity of expression. He is, from the fashionable point of 

view, faultlessly dressed. As he comes along the drive from the house 

with Mrs Whitefield he is sedulously making himself agreeable and 

entertaining, and thereby placing on her slender wit a burden it is 

unable to bear. An Englishman would let her alone, accepting boredom 

and indifference as their common lot; and the poor lady wants to be 

either let alone or let prattle about the things that interest her.  

Ramsden strolls over to inspect the motor car. Octavius joins Hector.  

ANN. [pouncing on her mother joyously] Oh, mamma, what do you 

think! Jack is going to take me to Nice in his motor car. Isn’t it lovely? I 

am the happiest person in London.  

TANNER. [desperately] Mrs Whitefield objects. I am sure she objects. 

Doesn’t she, Ramsden?  

RAMSDEN. I should think it very likely indeed.  

ANN. You don’t object, do you, mother?  

MRS WHITEFIELD. I object! Why should I? I think it will do you 

good, Ann. [Trotting over to Tanner] I meant to ask you to take Rhoda 

out for a run occasionally: she is too much in the house; but it will do 

when you come back.  

TANNER. Abyss beneath abyss of perfidy!  

ANN. [hastily, to distract attention from this outburst] Oh, I forgot: you 

have not met Mr Malone. Mr Tanner, my guardian: Mr Hector Malone.  
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HECTOR. Pleased to meet you, Mr Tanner. I should like to suggest an 

extension of the travelling party to Nice, if I may.  

ANN. Oh, we’re all coming. That’s understood, isn’t it?  

HECTOR. I also am the modest possessor of a motor car. If Miss 

Robinson will allow me the privilege of taking her, my car is at her 

service.  

OCTAVIUS. Violet!  

General constraint. 

ANN. [subduedly] Come, mother: we must leave them to talk over the 

arrangements. I must see to my travelling kit.  

Mrs Whitefield looks bewildered; but Ann draws her discreetly away; 

and they disappear round the corner towards the house.  

HECTOR. I think I may go so far as to say that I can depend on Miss 

Robinson’s consent.  

Continued embarrassment.  

OCTAVIUS. I’m afraid we must leave Violet behind, There are 

circumstances which make it impossible for her to come on such an 

expedition.  

HECTOR. [amused and not at all convinced] Too American, eh? Must 

the young lady have a chaperone?  

OCTAVIUS. It’s not that, Malone – at least not altogether.  

HECTOR. Indeed! May I ask what other objection applies?  



 

75 

 

TANNER. [impatiently] Oh, tell him, tell him. We shall never be able 

to keep the secret unless everybody knows what it is. Mr Malone: if you 

go to Nice with Violet, you go with another man’s wife. She is married.  

HECTOR. [thunderstruck] You don’t tell me so!  

TANNER. We do. In confidence.  

RAMSDEN. [with an air of importance, lest Malone should suspect a 

misalliance] Her marriage has not yet been made known: she desires 

that it shall not be mentioned for the present.  

HECTOR. I shall respect the lady’s wishes. Would it be indiscreet to 

ask who her husband is, in case I should have an opportunity of 

consulting him about this trip?  

TANNER. We don’t know who he is.  

HECTOR. [retiring into his shell in a very marked manner] In that case, 

I have no more to say.  

They become more embarrassed than ever.  

OCTAVIUS. You must think this very strange.  

HECTOR. A little singular. Pardon me for saving so.  

RAMSDEN. [half apologetic, half huffy] The young lady was married 

secretly; and her husband has forbidden her, it seems, to declare his 

name. It is only right to tell you, since you are interested in Miss – er – 

in Violet.  

OCTAVIUS. [sympathetically] I hope this is not a disappointment to 

you.  



 

76 

 

HECTOR. [softened, coming out of his shell again] Well it is a blow. I 

can hardly understand how a man can leave a wife in such a position. 

Surely it’s not customary. It’s not manly. It’s not considerate.  

OCTAVIUS. We feel that, as you may imagine, pretty deeply.  

RAMSDEN. [testily] It is some young fool who has not enough 

experience to know what mystifications of this kind lead to.  

HECTOR. [with strong symptoms of moral repugnance] I hope so. A 

man need be very young and pretty foolish too to be excused for such 

conduct. You take a very lenient view, Mr Ramsden. Too lenient to my 

mind. Surely marriage should ennoble a man.  

TANNER. [sardonically] Ha!  

HECTOR. Am I to gather from that cacchination that you don’t agree 

with me, Mr Tanner?  

TANNER. [drily] Get married and try. You may find it delightful for a 

while: you certainly won’t find it ennobling. The greatest common 

measure of a man and a woman is not necessarily greater than the man’s 

single measure.  

HECTOR. Well, we think in America that a woman’s moral number is 

higher than a man’s, and that the purer nature of a woman lifts a man 

right out of himself, and makes him better than he was.  

OCTAVIUS. [with conviction] So it does.  

TANNER. No wonder American women prefer to live in Europe! It’s 

more comfortable than standing all their lives on an altar to be 

worshipped. Anyhow, Violet’s husband has not been ennobled. So 

what’s to be done?  
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HECTOR. [shaking his head] I can’t dismiss that man’s conduct as 

lightly as you do, Mr Tanner. However, I’ll say no more. Whoever he 

is, he’s Miss Robinson’s husband; and I should be glad for her sake to 

think better of him.  

OCTAVIUS. [touched; for he divines a secret sorrow] I’m very sorry, 

Malone. Very sorry.  

HECTOR. [gratefully] You’re a good fellow, Robinson, Thank you.  

TANNER. Talk about something else. Violet’s coming from the house.  

HECTOR. I should esteem it a very great favor, men, if you would take 

the opportunity to let me have a few words with the lady alone. I shall 

have to cry off this trip; and it’s rather a delicate –  

RAMSDEN. [glad to escape] Say no more. Come Tanner, Come, Tavy. 

[He strolls away into the park with Octavius and Tanner, past the motor 

car.]  

Violet comes down the avenue to Hector.  

VIOLET. Are they looking?  

HECTOR. No.  

She kisses him.  

VIOLET. Have you been telling lies for my sake?  

HECTOR. Lying! Lying hardly describes it. I overdo it. I get carried 

away in an ecstasy of mendacity. Violet: I wish you’d let me own up.  
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VIOLET. [instantly becoming serious and resolute] No, no. Hector: you 

promised me not to.  

HECTOR. I’ll keep my promise until you release me from it. But I feel 

mean, lying to those men, and denying my wife. Just dastardly.  

VIOLET. I wish your father were not so unreasonable.  

HECTOR. He’s not unreasonable. He’s right from his point of view. He 

has a prejudice against the English middle class.  

VIOLET. It’s too ridiculous. You know how I dislike saying such 

things to you, Hector; but if I were to – oh, well, no matter.  

HECTOR. I know. If you were to marry the son of an English 

manufacturer of office furniture, your friends would consider it a 

misalliance. And here’s my silly old dad, who is the biggest office 

furniture man in the world, would show me the door for marrying the 

most perfect lady in England merely because she has no handle to her 

name. Of course it’s just absurd. But I tell you, Violet, I don’t like 

deceiving him. I feel as if I was stealing his money. Why won’t you let 

me own up?  

VIOLET. We can’t afford it. You can be as romantic as you please 

about love, Hector; but you mustn’t be romantic about money.  

HECTOR. [divided between his uxoriousness and his habitual elevation 

of moral sentiment] That’s very English. [Appealing to her impulsively] 

Violet: Dad’s bound to find us out some day.  

VIOLET. Oh yes, later on of course. But don’t let’s go over this every 

time we meet, dear. You promised –  

HECTOR. All right, all right, I –  
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VIOLET. [not to be silenced] It is I and not you who suffer by this 

concealment; and as to facing a struggle and poverty and all that sort of 

thing I simply will not do it. It’s too silly.  

HECTOR. You shall not. I’ll sort of borrow the money from my dad 

until I get on my own feet; and then I can own up and pay up at the 

same time.  

VIOLET. [alarmed and indignant] Do you mean to work? Do you want 

to spoil our marriage?  

HECTOR. Well, I don’t mean to let marriage spoil my character. Your 

friend Mr Tanner has got the laugh on me a bit already about that; and –  

VIOLET. The beast! I hate Jack Tanner.  

HECTOR. [magnanimously] Oh, h e e ’ s  all right: he only needs the 

love of a good woman to ennoble him. Besides, he’s proposed a 

motoring trip to Nice; and I’m going to take you.  

VIOLET. How jolly!  

HECTOR. Yes; but how are we going to manage? You see, they’ve 

warned me off going with you, so to speak. They’ve told me in 

confidence that you’re married. That’s just the most overwhelming 

confidence I’ve ever been honored with.  

Tanner returns with Straker, who goes to his car.  

TANNER. Your car is a great success, Mr Malone. Your engineer is 

showing it off to Mr Ramsden.  

HECTOR. [eagerly – forgetting himself] Let’s come, Vi.  
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VIOLET. [coldly, warning him with her eyes] I beg your pardon, Mr 

Malone, I did not quite catch –  

HECTOR. [recollecting himself] I ask to be allowed the pleasure of 

showing you my little American steam car, Miss Robinson.  

VIOLET. I shall be very pleased. [They go off together down the 

avenue.]  

TANNER. About this trip, Straker.  

STRAKER. [preoccupied with the car] Yes?  

TANNER. Miss Whitefield is supposed to be coming with me.  

STRAKER. So I gather.  

TANNER. Mr Robinson is to be one of the party.  

STRAKER. Yes.  

TANNER. Well, if you can manage so as to be a good deal occupied 

with me, and leave Mr Robinson a good deal occupied with Miss 

Whitefield, he will be deeply grateful to you.  

STRAKER. [looking round at him] Evidently.  

TANNER. “Evidently!” Your grandfather would have simply winked.  

STRAKER. My grandfather would have touched his at.  

TANNER. And I should have given your good nice respectful 

grandfather a sovereign.  
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STRAKER. Five shillins, more likely. [He leaves the car and 

approaches Tanner.] What about the lady’s views?  

TANNER. She is just as willing to be left to Mr Robinson as Mr 

Robinson is to be left to her. [Straker looks at his principal with cool 

scepticism; then turns to the car whistling his favorite air.] Stop that 

aggravating noise. What do you mean by it? [Straker calmly resumes 

the melody and finishes it. Tanner politely hears it out before he again 

addresses Straker, this time with elaborate seriousness.] Enry: I have 

ever been a warm advocate of the spread of music among the masses; 

but I object to your obliging the company whenever Miss Whitefield’s 

name is mentioned. You did it this morning, too.  

STRAKER. [obstinately] It’s not a bit o use. Mr Robinson may as well 

give it up first as last.  

TANNER. Why?  

STRAKER. Garn! You know why. Course it’s not my business; but you 

needn’t start kiddin me about it.  

TANNER. I am not kidding. I don’t know why.  

STRAKER. [Cheerfully sulky] Oh, very well. All right. It ain’t my 

business.  

TANNER. [impressively] I trust, Enry, that, as between employer and 

engineer, I shall always know how to keep my proper distance, and not 

intrude my private affairs on you. Even our business arrangements are 

subject to the approval of your Trade Union. But don’t abuse your 

advantages. Let me remind you that Voltaire said that what was too 

silly to be said could be sung.  

STRAKER. It wasn’t Voltaire: it was Bow Mar Shay.  
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TANNER. I stand corrected: Beaumarchais of course. Now you seem to 

think that what is too delicate to be said can be whistled. Unfortunately 

your whistling, though melodious, is unintelligible. Come! there’s 

nobody listening: neither my genteel relatives nor the secretary of your 

confounded Union. As man to man, Enry, why do you think that my 

friend has no chance with Miss Whitefield?  

STRAKER. Cause she’s arter summun else.  

TANNER. Bosh! who else?  

STRAKER. You.  

TANNER. Me!!!  

STRAKER. Mean to tell me you didn’t know? Oh, come, Mr Tanner!  

TANNER. [in fierce earnest] Are you playing the fool, or do you mean 

it?  

STRAKER. [with a flash of temper] I’m not playin no fool. [More 

coolly] Why, it’s as plain as the nose on your face. If you ain’t spotted 

that, you don’t know much about these sort of things. [Serene again] 

Ex-cuse me, you know, Mr Tanner; but you asked me as man to man; 

and I told you as man to man.  

TANNER. [wildly appealing to the heavens] Then I – I am the bee, the 

spider, the marked down victim, the destined prey.  

STRAKER. I dunno about the bee and the spider. But the marked down 

victim, that’s what you are and no mistake; and a jolly good job for you, 

too, I should say.  
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TANNER. [momentously] Henry Straker: the moment of your life has 

arrived.  

STRAKER. What d’y’mean?  

TANNER. That record to Biskra.  

STRAKER. [eagerly] Yes?  

TANNER. Break it.  

STRAKER. [rising to the height of his destiny] D’y’mean it?  

TANNER. I do.  

STRAKER. When?  

TANNER. Now. Is that machine ready to start?  

STRAKER. [quailing] But you can’t –  

TANNER. [cutting him short by getting into the car] Off we go. First to 

the bank for money; then to my rooms for my kit; then to your rooms 

for your kit; then break the record from London to Dover or Folkestone; 

then across the channel and away like mad to Marseilles, Gibraltar, 

Genoa, any port from which we can sail to a Mahometan country where 

men are protected from women.  

STRAKER. Garn! you’re kiddin.  

TANNER. [resolutely] Stay behind then. If you won’t come I’ll do it 

alone. [He starts the motor.]  
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STRAKER. [running after him] Here! Mister! arf a mo! steady on! [He 

scrambles in as the car plunges forward.] 

 

 

ACT III  

The garden of a villa in Granada. Whoever wishes to know what it is 

like must go to Granada and see. One may prosaically specify a group 

of hills dotted with villas, the Alhambra on the top of one of the hills, 

and a considerable town in the valley, approached by dusty white roads 

in which the children, no matter what they are doing or thinking about, 

automatically whine for halfpence and reach out little clutching brown 

palms for them; but there is nothing in this description except the 

Alhambra, the begging, and the color of the roads, that does not fit 

Surrey as well as Spain. The difference is that the Surrey hills are 

comparatively small and ugly, and should properly be called the Surrey 

Protuberances; but these Spanish hills are of mountain stock: the 

amenity which conceals their size does not compromise their dignity.  

This particular garden is on a hill opposite the Alhambra; and the villa 

is as expensive and pretentious as a villa must be if it is to be let 

furnished by the week to opulent American and English visitors. If we 

stand on the lawn at the foot of the garden and look uphill, our horizon 

is the stone balustrade of a flagged platform on the edge of infinite 

space at the top of the hill. Between us and this platform is a flower 

garden with a circular basin and fountain in the centre, surrounded by 

geometrical flower beds, gravel paths, and clipped yew trees in the 

genteelest order. The garden is higher than our lawn; so we reach it by 

a few steps in the middle of its embankment. The platform is higher 

again than the garden, from which we mount a couple more steps to 

look over the balustrade at a fine view of the town up the valley and of 

the hills that stretch away beyond it to where, in the remotest distance, 
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they become mountains. On our left is the villa, accessible by steps from 

the left hand corner of the garden. Returning from the platform through 

the garden and down again to the lawn (a movement which leaves the 

villa behind us on our right) we find evidence of literary interests on the 

part of the tenants in the fact that there is no tennis net nor set of 

croquet hoops, but, on our left, a little iron garden table with books on 

it, mostly yellow-backed, and a chair beside it. A chair on the right has 

also a couple of open books upon it. There are no newspapers, a 

circumstance which, with the absence of games, might lead an 

intelligent spectator to the most far reaching conclusions as to the sort 

of people who live in the villa. Such speculations are checked, however, 

on this delightfully fine afternoon, by the appearance at a little gate in a 

paling on our left, of Henry Straker in his professional costume. He 

opens the gate for an elderly gentleman, and follows him on to the 

lawn.  

This elderly gentleman defies the Spanish sun in a black frock coat, tall 

silk bat, trousers in which narrow stripes of dark grey and lilac blend 

into a highly respectable color, and a black necktie tied into a bow over 

spotless linen. Probably therefore a man whose social position needs 

constant and scrupulous affirmation without regard to climate: one who 

would dress thus for the middle of the Sahara or the top of Mont Blanc. 

And since he has not the stamp of the class which accepts as its life-

mission the advertizing and maintenance of first rate tailoring and 

millinery, he looks vulgar in his finery, though in a working dress of 

any kind he would look dignified enough. He is a bullet cheeked man 

with a red complexion, stubbly hair, smallish eyes, a hard mouth that 

folds down at the corners, and a dogged chin. The looseness of skin that 

comes with age has attacked his throat and the laps of his cheeks; but 

he is still hard as an apple above the mouth; so that the upper half of 

his face looks younger than the lower. He has the self-confidence of one 

who has made money, and something of the truculence of one who has 

made it in a brutalizing struggle, his civility having under it a 

perceptible menace that he has other methods in reserve if necessary. 
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Withal, a man to be rather pitied when he is not to be feared; for there 

is something pathetic about him at times, as if the huge commercial 

machine which has worked him into his frock coat had allowed him 

very little of his own way and left his affections hungry and baffled. At 

the first word that falls from him it is clear that he is an Irishman whose 

native intonation has clung to him through many changes of place and 

rank. One can only guess that the original material of his speech was 

perhaps the surly Kerry brogue; but the degradation of speech that 

occurs in London, Glasgow, Dublin and big cities generally has been at 

work on it so long that nobody but an arrant cockney would dream of 

calling it a brogue now; for its music is almost gone, though its 

surliness is still perceptible. Straker, as a very obvious cockney, 

inspires him with implacable contempt, as a stupid Englishman who 

cannot even speak his own language properly. Straker, on the other 

hand, regards the old gentleman’s accent as a joke thoughtfully 

provided by Providence expressly for the amusement of the British race, 

and treats him normally with the indulgence due to an inferior and 

unlucky species, but occasionally with indignant alarm when the old 

gentleman shows signs of intending his Irish nonsense to be taken 

seriously.  

STRAKER. I’ll go tell the young lady. She said you’d prefer to stay 

here [he turns to go up through the garden to the villa].  

MALONE. [who has been looking round him with lively curiosity] Wait 

a minute. How do you and the family come to be here in Spain instead 

of in England?  

STRAKER. Well, it would take me a bit long to explain. If you want to 

know all about it, you’ll have to read the governor’s book. The 

interestin part of it is that I took that car from Yde Pawk Cawner to 

within thirty mile of this town at an average of forty-one and five-

sixteenths. That’s the record now; and don’t you forget it. We were held 
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up there for twelve hours when Miss Whitefield overtook us in Mr 

Malone’s steam car. Tracked us like Sherlock Olmes, she did. 

MALONE. Miss Whitefield! That’s the name of the lady you brought 

me the note from, is it? 

STRAKER. Well, you know, don’t you?  

MALONE. Do I?  

STRAKER. [his temper rising] Well, do you or don’t you?  

MALONE. What business is that of yours?  

STRAKER. [highly indignant] I’ll tell you what business it is of mine. 

Miss Robinson –  

MALONE. [interrupting] Oh, her name is Robinson, is it? Thank you.  

STRAKER. Why, you don’t know even her name?  

MALONE. Yes I do, now that you’ve told me.  

STRAKER. [after a moment of stupefaction at the old man’s readiness 

in repartee] Look here: what do you mean by gittin into my car and 

lettin me bring you here if you’re not the person I took that note to?  

MALONE. Who else did you take it to, pray?  

STRAKER. I took it to Mr Ector Malone, at Miss Robinson’s request, 

see? Miss Robinson is not my principal: I took it to oblige her. I know 

Mr Malone; and he ain’t you, not by a long chalk. At the hotel they told 

me that your name is Ector Malone.  
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MALONE. Hector Malone.  

STRAKER. [with calm superiority] Hector in your own country: that’s 

what comes o livin in provincial places like Ireland and America. Over 

here you’re Ector: if you avn’t noticed it before you soon will.  

The growing strain of the conversation is here relieved by Violet, who 

has sallied from the villa and through the garden to the steps, which she 

now descends, coming very opportunely between Malone and Straker.  

VIOLET. [to Straker] Did you take my message?  

STRAKER. Yes, miss. I took it to the hotel and sent it up, expecting to 

see young Mr Malone. Then out walks this gent, and says it’s all right 

and he’ll come with me. So as the hotel people said he was Mr Ector 

Malone, I fetched him. And now he goes back on what he said. But if 

he isn’t the gentleman you meant, say the word: it’s easy enough to 

fetch him back again.  

MALONE. I should esteem it a great favor if I might have a short 

conversation with you, madam. I am Hector’s father, as this bright 

Britisher would have guessed in the course of another hour or so.  

STRAKER. [coolly defiant] No, not in another year or so. When we’ve 

ad you as long to polish up as we’ve ad im, perhaps you’ll begin to look 

a little bit up to is mark. At present you fall a long way short. You’ve 

got too many aitches, for one thing. [To Violet, amiably] All right, Miss: 

you want to talk to him: I shan’t intrude. [He nods affably to Malone 

and goes out through the little gate in the paling.]  

VIOLET. [very civilly] I am so sorry, Mr Malone, if that man has been 

rude to you. But what can we do? He is our chauffeur.  

MALONE. Your what?  
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VIOLET. The driver of our automobile. He can drive a motor car at 

seventy miles an hour, and mend it when it breaks down. We are 

dependent on our motor cars; and our motor cars are dependent on him; 

so of course we are dependent on him.  

MALONE. I’ve noticed, madam, that every thousand dollars an 

Englishman gets seems to add one to the number of people he’s 

dependent on. However, you needn’t apologize for your man: I made 

him talk on purpose. By doing so I learnt that you’re staying here in 

Grannida with a party of English, including my son Hector.  

VIOLET. [conversationally] Yes. We intended to go to Nice; but we 

had to follow a rather eccentric member of our party who started first 

and came here. Won’t you sit down? [She clears the nearest chair of the 

two books on it.]  

MALONE. [impressed by this attention] Thank you. [He sits down, 

examining her curiously as she goes to the iron table to put down the 

books. When she turns to him again, he says] Miss Robinson, I believe?  

VIOLET. [sitting down] Yes.  

MALONE. [Taking a letter from his pocket] Your note to Hector runs 

as follows [Violet is unable to repress a start. He pauses quietly to take 

out and put on his spectacles, which have gold rims]: “Dearest: they 

have all gone to the Alhambra for the afternoon. I have shammed 

headache and have the garden all to myself. Jump into Jack’s motor: 

Straker will rattle you here in a jiffy. Quick, quick, quick. Your loving 

Violet.” [He looks at her; but by this time she has recovered herself, 

and meets his spectacles with perfect composure. He continues slowly] 

Now I don’t know on what terms young people associate in English 

society; but in America that note would be considered to imply a very 

considerable degree of affectionate intimacy between the parties.  
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VIOLET. Yes: I know your son very well, Mr Malone. Have you any 

objection?  

MALONE. [somewhat taken aback] No, no objection exactly. Provided 

it is understood that my son is altogether dependent on me, and that I 

have to be consulted in any important step he may propose to take.  

VIOLET. I am sure you would not be unreasonable with him, Mr 

Malone.  

MALONE. I hope not, Miss Robinson; but at your age you might think 

many things unreasonable that don’t seem so to me.  

VIOLET. [with a little shrug] Oh well, I suppose there’s no use our 

playing at cross purposes, Mr Malone. Hector wants to marry me.  

MALONE. I inferred from your note that he might. Well, Miss 

Robinson, he is his own master; but if he marries you he shall not have 

a rap from me. [He takes off his spectacles and pockets them with the 

note.]  

VIOLET. [with some severity] That is not very complimentary to me, 

Mr Malone.  

MALONE. I say nothing against you, Miss Robinson: I daresay you are 

an amiable and excellent young lady. But I have other views for Hector.  

VIOLET. Hector may not have other views for himself, Mr Malone.  

MALONE. Possibly not. Then he does without me: that’s all. I daresay 

you are prepared for that. When a young lady writes to a young man to 

come to her quick, quick, quick, money seems nothing and love seems 

everything.  
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VIOLET. [sharply] I beg your pardon, Mr Malone: I do not think 

anything so foolish. Hector must have money.  

MALONE. [staggered] Oh, very well, very well. No doubt he can work 

for it.  

VIOLET. What is the use of having money if you have to work for it? 

[She rises impatiently.] It’s all nonsense, Mr Malone: you m u s t  enable 

your son to keep up his position. It is his right.  

MALONE. [grimly] I should not advise you to marry him on the 

strength of that right, Miss Robinson.  

Violet, who has almost lost her temper, controls herself with an effort; 

unclenches her fingers; and resumes her seat with studied tranquillity 

and reasonableness.  

VIOLET. What objection have you to me, pray? My social position is 

as good as Hector’s, to say the least. He admits it.  

MALONE. [shrewdly] You tell him so from time to time, eh? Hector’s 

social position in England, Miss Robinson, is just what I choose to buy 

for him. I have made him a fair offer. Let him pick out the most historic 

house, castle or abbey that England contains. The day that he tells me 

he wants it for a wife worthy of its traditions, I buy it for him, and give 

him the means of keeping it up.  

VIOLET. What do you mean by a wife worthy of its traditions? Cannot 

any well bred woman keep such a house for him?  

MALONE. No: she must be born to it.  

VIOLET. Hector was not born to it, was he?  
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MALONE. His granmother was a barefooted Irish girl that nursed me 

by a turf fire. Let him marry another such, and I will not stint her 

marriage portion. Let him raise himself socially with my money or raise 

somebody else so long as there is a social profit somewhere, I’ll regard 

my expenditure as justified. But there must be a profit for someone. A 

marriage with you would leave things just where they are.  

VIOLET. Many of my relations would object very much to my 

marrying the grandson of a common woman, Mr Malone. That may be 

prejudice; but so is your desire to have him marry a title prejudice.  

MALONE. [rising, and approaching her with a scrutiny in which there 

is a good deal of reluctant respect] You seem a pretty straightforward 

downright sort of a young woman.  

VIOLET. I do not see why I should be made miserably poor because I 

cannot make profits for you. Why do you want to make Hector 

unhappy?  

MALONE. He will get over it all right enough. Men thrive better on 

disappointments in love than on disappointments in money. I daresay 

you think that sordid; but I know what I’m talking about. My father 

died of starvation in Ireland in the black 47. Maybe you’ve heard of it.  

VIOLET. The Famine?  

MALONE. [with smouldering passion] No, the starvation. When a 

country is full of food, and exporting it, there can be no famine. My 

father was starved dead; and I was starved out to America in my 

mother’s arms. English rule drove me and mine out of Ireland. Well, 

you can keep Ireland. I and my like are coming back to buy England; 

and we’ll buy the best of it. I want no middle class properties and no 

middle class women for Hector. That’s straightforward isn’t it, like 

yourself?  
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VIOLET. [icily pitying his sentimentality] Really, Mr Malone, I am 

astonished to hear a man of your age and good sense talking in that 

romantic way. Do you suppose English noblemen will sell their places 

to you for the asking?  

MALONE. I have the refusal of two of the oldest family mansions in 

England. One historic owner can’t afford to keep all the rooms dusted: 

the other can’t afford the death duties. What do you say now?  

VIOLET. Of course it is very scandalous; but surely you know that the 

Government will sooner or later put a stop to all these Socialistic 

attacks on property.  

MALONE. [grinning] D’y’ think they’ll be able to get that done before 

I buy the house – or rather the abbey? They’re both abbeys.  

VIOLET. [putting that aside rather impatiently] Oh, well, let us talk 

sense, Mr Malone. You must feel that we haven’t been talking sense so 

far.  

MALONE. I can’t say I do. I mean all I say.  

VIOLET. Then you don’t know Hector as I do. He is romantic and 

faddy – he gets it from you, I fancy – and he wants a certain sort of wife 

to take care of him. Not a faddy sort of person, you know.  

MALONE. Somebody like you, perhaps?  

VIOLET. [quietly] Well, yes. But you cannot very well ask me to 

undertake this with absolutely no means of keeping up his position.  

MALONE. [alarmed] Stop a bit, stop a bit. Where are we getting to? 

I’m not aware that I’m asking you to undertake anything.  
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VIOLET. Of course, Mr Malone, you can make it very difficult for me 

to speak to you if you choose to misunderstand me.  

MALONE. [half bewildered] I don’t wish to take any unfair advantage; 

but we seem to have got off the straight track somehow.  

Straker, with the air of a man who has been making haste, opens the 

little gate, and admits Hector, who, snorting with indignation, comes 

upon the lawn, and is making for his father when Violet, greatly 

dismayed, springs up and intercepts him. Straker does not wait; at least 

he does not remain visibly within earshot.  

VIOLET. Oh, how unlucky! Now please, Hector, say nothing. Go away 

until I have finished speaking to your father.  

HECTOR. [inexorably] No, Violet: I mean to have this thing out, right 

away. [He puts her aside; passes her by; and faces his father, whose 

cheeks darken as his Irish blood begins to simmer.] Dad: you’ve not 

played this hand straight.  

MALONE. Hwat d’y’mean?  

HECTOR. You’ve opened a letter addressed to me. You’ve 

impersonated me and stolen a march on this lady. That’s disawnerable.  

MALONE. [threateningly] Now you take care what you’re saying, 

Hector. Take care, I tell you.  

HECTOR. I have taken care. I am taking care. I’m taking care of my 

honor and my position in English society.  

MALONE. [hotly] Your position has been got by my money: do you 

know that?  
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HECTOR. Well, you’ve just spoiled it all by opening that letter. A letter 

from an English lady, not addressed to you – a cawnfidential letter! a 

dullicate letter! a private letter opened by my father! That’s a sort of 

thing a man can’t struggle against in England. The sooner we go back 

together the better. [He appeals mutely to the heavens to witness the 

shame and anguish of two outcasts.]  

VIOLET. [snubbing him with an instinctive dislike for scene making] 

Don’t be unreasonable, Hector. It was quite natural of Mr Malone to 

open my letter: his name was on the envelope.  

MALONE. There! You’ve no common sense, Hector. I thank you, Miss 

Robinson.  

HECTOR. I thank you, too. It’s very kind of you. My father knows no 

better.  

MALONE. [furiously clenching his fists] Hector –  

HECTOR. [with undaunted moral force] Oh, it’s no use hectoring me. 

A private letter’s a private letter, dad: you can’t get over that.  

MALONE [raising his voice] I won’t be talked back to by you, d’y’ 

hear?  

VIOLET. Ssh! please, please. Here they all come.  

Father and son, checked, glare mutely at one another as Tanner comes 

in through the little gate with Ramsden, followed by Octavius and Ann.  

VIOLET. Back already!  

TANNER. The Alhambra is not open this afternoon.  
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VIOLET. What a sell!  

Tanner passes on, and presently finds himself between Hector and a 

strange elder, both apparently on the verge of personal combat. He 

looks from one to the other for an explanation. They sulkily avoid his 

eye, and nurse their wrath in silence. 

RAMSDEN. Is it wise for you to be out in the sunshine with such a 

headache, Violet?  

TANNER. Have you recovered too, Malone?  

VIOLET. Oh, I forgot. We have not all met before. Mr Malone: won’t 

you introduce your father?  

HECTOR. [with Roman firmness] No, I will not. He is no father of 

mine.  

MALONE. [very angry] You disown your dad before your English 

friends, do you?  

VIOLET. Oh please don’t make a scene.  

Ann and Octavius, lingering near the gate, exchange an astonished 

glance, and discreetly withdraw up the steps to the garden, where they 

can enjoy the disturbance without intruding. On their way to the steps 

Ann sends a little grimace of mute sympathy to Violet, who is standing 

with her back to the little table, looking on in helpless annoyance as her 

husband soars to higher and higher moral eminences without the least 

regard to the old man’s millions. 

HECTOR. I’m very sorry, Miss Rawbnsn; but I’m contending for a 

principle. I am a son, and, I hope, a dutiful one; but before everything 

I’m a Mahn!!! And when dad treats my private letters as his own, and 
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takes it on himself to say that I shan’t marry you if I am happy and 

fortunate enough to gain your consent, then I just snap my fingers and 

go my own way.  

TANNER. Marry Violet!  

RAMSDEN. Are you in your senses?  

TANNER. Do you forget what we told you?  

HECTOR. [recklessly] I don’t care what you told me.  

RAMSDEN. [scandalized] Tut tut, sir! Monstrous! [He flings away 

towards the gate, his elbows quivering with indignation.]  

TANNER. Another madman! These men in love should be locked up. 

[He gives Hector up as hopeless, and turns away towards the garden, 

but Malone, taking offence in a new direction, follows him and compels 

him, by the aggressivenes of his tone, to stop.]  

MALONE. I don’t understand this. Is Hector not good enough for this 

lady, pray?  

TANNER. My dear sir, the lady is married already. Hector knows it; 

and yet he persists in his infatuation. Take him home and lock him up.  

MALONE. [bitterly] So this is the high-born social tone I’ve spoilt by 

my ignorant, uncultivated behavior! Makin love to a married woman! 

[He comes angrily between Hector and Violet, and almost bawls into 

Hector’s left ear] You’ve picked up that habit of the British aristocracy, 

have you?  

HECTOR. That’s all right. Don’t you trouble yourself about that. I’ll 

answer for the morality of what I’m doing.  
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TANNER. [coming forward to Hector’s right hand with flashing eyes] 

Well said, Malone! You also see that mere marriage laws are not 

morality! I agree with you; but unfortunately Violet does not.  

MALONE. I take leave to doubt that, sir. [Turning on Violet] Let me 

tell you, Mrs Robinson, or whatever your right name is, you had no 

right to send that letter to my son when you were the wife of another 

man.  

HECTOR. [outraged] This is the last straw. Dad: you have insulted my 

wife.  

MALONE. Y o u r  wife!  

TANNER. Y o u  the missing husband! Another moral impostor! [He 

smites his brow, and collapses into Malone’s chair.]  

MALONE. You’ve married without my consent!  

RAMSDEN. You have deliberately humbugged us, sir!  

HECTOR. Here: I have had just about enough of being badgered. 

Violet and I are married: that’s the long and the short of it. Now what 

have you got to say – any of you?  

MALONE. I know what I’ve got to say. She’s married a beggar.  

HECTOR. No; she’s married a Worker [his American pronunciation 

imparts an overwhelming intensity to this simple and unpopular word]. 

I start to earn my own living this very afternoon.  

MALONE. [sneering angrily] Yes: you’re very plucky now, because 

you got your remittance from me yesterday or this morning, I reckon. 

Wait til it’s spent. You won’t be so full of cheek then.  
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HECTOR. [producing a letter from his pocketbook] Here it is [thrusting 

it on his father]. Now you just take your remittance and yourself out of 

my life. I’m done with remittances; and I’m done with you. I don’t sell 

the privilege of insulting my wife for a thousand dollars.  

MALONE. [deeply wounded and full of concern] Hector: you don’t 

know what poverty is.  

HECTOR. [fervidly] Well, I want to know wawnt it is. I wawnt’be a 

Mahn. Violet: you come along with me, to your own home: I’ll see you 

through.  

OCTAVIUS. [jumping down from the garden to the lawn and running 

to Hector’s left hand] I hope you’ll shake hands with me before you go, 

Hector. I admire and respect you more than I can say. [He is affected 

almost to tears as they shake hands.]  

VIOLET. [also almost in tears, but of vexation] Oh don’t be an idiot, 

Tavy. Hector’s about as fit to become a workman as you are.  

TANNER. [rising from his chair on the other ride of Hector] Never 

fear: there’s no question of his becoming a navvy, Mrs Malone. [To 

Hector] There’s really no difficulty about capital to start with. Treat me 

as a friend: draw on me.  

OCTAVIUS. [impulsively] Or on me.  

MALONE. [with fierce jealousy] Who wants your dirty money? Who 

should he draw on but his own father? [Tanner and Octavius recoil, 

Octavius rather hurt, Tanner consoled by the solution of the money 

difficulty. Violet looks up hopefully.] Hector: don’t be rash, my boy. I’m 

sorry for what I said: I never meant to insult Violet: I take it all back. 

She’s just the wife you want: there!  
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HECTOR. [Patting him on the shoulder] Well, that’s all right, dad. Say 

no more: we’re friends again. Only, I take no money from anybody.  

MALONE. [pleading abjectly] Don’t be hard on me, Hector. I’d rather 

you quarrelled and took the money than made friends and starved. You 

don’t know what the world is: I do.  

HECTOR. No, n o , NO. That’s fixed: that’s not going to change. [He 

passes his father inexorably by, and goes to Violet.] Come, Mrs 

Malone: you’ve got to move to the hotel with me, and take your proper 

place before the world.  

VIOLET. But I must go in, dear, and tell Davis to pack. Won’t you go 

on and make them give you a room overlooking the garden for me? I’ll 

join you in half an hour.  

HECTOR. Very well. You’ll dine with us, Dad, won’t you?  

MALONE. [eager to conciliate him] Yes, yes.  

HECTOR. See you all later. [He waves his hand to Ann, who has now 

been joined by Tanner, Octavius, and Ramsden in the garden, and goes 

out through the little gate, leaving his father and Violet together on the 

lawn.]  

MALONE. You’ll try to bring him to his senses, Violet: I know you 

will.  

VIOLET. I had no idea he could be so headstrong. If he goes on like 

that, what can I do?  

MALONE. Don’t be discurridged: domestic pressure may be slow; but 

it’s sure. You’ll wear him down. Promise me you will.  
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VIOLET. I will do my best. Of course I think it’s the greatest nonsense 

deliberately making us poor like that.  

MALONE. Of course it is.  

VIOLET. [after a moment’s reflection] You had better give me the 

remittance. He will want it for his hotel bill. I’ll see whether I can 

induce him to accept it. Not now, of course, but presently.  

MALONE. [eagerly] Yes, yes, yes: that’s just the thing. [He hands her 

the thousand dollar bill, and adds cunningly] Y’understand that this is 

only a bachelor allowance.  

VIOLET. [Coolly] Oh, quite. [She takes it.] Thank you. By the way, Mr 

Malone, those two houses you mentioned – the abbeys.  

MALONE. Yes?  

VIOLET. Don’t take one of them until I’ve seen it. One never knows 

what may be wrong with these places.  

MALONE. I won’t. I’ll do nothing without consulting you, never fear.  

VIOLET. [politely, but without a ray of gratitude] Thanks: that will be 

much the best way. [She goes calmly back to the villa, escorted 

obsequiously by Malone to the upper end of the garden.]  

TANNER. [drawing Ramsden’s attention to Malone’s cringing attitude 

as he takes leave of Violet] And that poor devil is a billionaire! one of 

the master spirits of the age! Led on a string like a pug dog by the first 

girl who takes the trouble to despise him. I wonder will it ever come to 

that with me. [He comes down to the lawn.]  

RAMSDEN. [following him] The sooner the better for you.  
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MALONE. [clapping his hands as he returns through the garden] 

That’ll be a grand woman for Hector. I wouldn’t exchange her for ten 

duchesses. [He descends to the lawn and comes between Tanner and 

Ramsden.]  

RAMSDEN. [very civil to the billionaire] It’s an unexpected pleasure to 

find you in this corner of the world, Mr Malone. 

TANNER. Let us take you round the town in our motor, Mr Malone.  

MALONE. If you’ll be so kind, yes. And may I ask who –  

TANNER. Mr Roebuck Ramsden, a very old friend of your daughter-

in-law.  

MALONE. Happy to meet you, Mr Ramsden.  

RAMSDEN. Thank you. Mr Tanner is also one of our circle.  

MALONE. Glad to know you also, Mr Tanner.  

TANNER. Thanks. [Malone, Tanner, and Ramsden go out very 

amicably through the little gate.] 

ANN. Won’t you go with them, Tavy?  

OCTAVIUS. [tears suddenly flushing his eyes] You cut me to the heart, 

Ann, by wanting me to go. [He comes down on the lawn to hide his face 

from her. She follows him caressingly.]  

ANN. Poor Ricky Ticky Tavy! Poor heart!  

OCTAVIUS. It belongs to you, Ann. Forgive me: I must speak of it. I 

love you. You know I love you.  
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ANN. What’s the good, Tavy? You know that my mother is determined 

that I shall marry Jack.  

OCTAVIUS. [amazed] Jack!  

ANN. It seems absurd, doesn’t it?  

OCTAVIUS. [with growing resentment] Do you mean to say that Jack 

has been playing with me all this time? That he has been urging me not 

to marry you because he intends to marry you himself?  

ANN. [alarmed] No no: you mustn’t lead him to believe that I said that: 

I don’t for a moment think that Jack knows his own mind. But it’s clear 

from my father’s will that he wished me to marry Jack. And my mother 

is set on it.  

OCTAVIUS. But you are not bound to sacrifice yourself always to the 

wishes of your parents.  

ANN. My father loved me. My mother loves me. Surely their wishes 

are a better guide than my own selfishness.  

OCTAVIUS. Oh, I know how unselfish you are, Ann. But believe me – 

though I know I am speaking in my own interest – there is another side 

to this question. Is it fair to Jack to marry him if you do not love him? Is 

it fair to destroy my happiness as well as your own if you can bring 

yourself to love me?  

ANN. [looking at him with a faint impulse of pity] Tavy, my dear, you 

are a nice creature – a good boy.  

OCTAVIUS. [humiliated] Is that all?  
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ANN. [mischievously in spite of her pity] That’s a great deal, I assure 

you. You would always worship the ground I trod on, wouldn’t you?  

OCTAVIUS. I do. It sounds ridiculous; but it’s no exaggeration. I do; 

and I always shall.  

ANN. Always is a long word, Tavy. You see, I shall have to live up 

always to your idea of my divinity; and I don’t think I could do that if 

we were married. But if I marry Jack, you’ll never be disillusioned – at 

least not until I grow too old.  

OCTAVIUS. I too shall grow old, Ann. And when I am eighty, one 

white hair of the woman I love will make me tremble more than the 

thickest gold tress from the most beautiful young head.  

ANN. [quite touched] Oh, that’s poetry, Tavy, real poetry. 

OCTAVIUS. Do you believe that is true?  

ANN. Tavy, if it is to become true you must lose me as well as love me.  

OCTAVIUS. Oh! [He hastily sits down at the little table and covers his 

face with his hands.]  

ANN. [with conviction] Tavy: I wouldn’t for worlds destroy your 

illusions. I can neither take you nor let you go. I can see exactly what 

will suit you. You must be a sentimental old bachelor for my sake.  

OCTAVIUS. [desperately] Ann: I’ll kill myself.  

ANN. Oh no you won’t: that wouldn’t be kind. You won’t have a bad 

time. You will be very nice to women; and you will go a good deal to 

the opera. A broken heart is a very pleasant complaint for a man in 

London if he has a comfortable income.  



 

105 

 

OCTAVIUS. [considerably cooled, but believing that he is only 

recovering his self-control] I know you mean to be kind, Ann. Jack has 

persuaded you that cynicism is a good tonic for me. [He rises with quiet 

dignity.]  

ANN. [studying him slyly] You see, I’m disillusionizing you already. 

That’s what I dread.  

OCTAVIUS. You do not dread disillusionizing Jack.  

ANN. [her face lighting up with mischievous ecstasy – whispering] I 

can’t: he has no illusions about me. I shall surprise Jack the other way. 

Getting over an unfavorable impression is ever so much easier than 

living up to an ideal. Oh, I shall enrapture Jack sometimes!  

OCTAVIUS. [resuming the calm phase of despair, and beginning to 

enjoy his broken heart and delicate attitude without knowing it] I don’t 

doubt that. You will enrapture him always. And he – the fool! – thinks 

you would make him wretched.  

ANN. Yes: that’s the difficulty, so far.  

OCTAVIUS. [heroically] Shall I tell him that you love him?  

ANN. [quickly] Oh no: he’d run away again.  

OCTAVIUS. [shocked] Ann: would you marry an unwilling man?  

ANN. What a queer creature you are, Tavy! There’s no such thing as a 

willing man when you really go for him. [She laughs naughtily.] I’m 

shocking you, I suppose. But you know you are really getting a sort of 

satisfaction already in being out of danger yourself.  
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OCTAVIUS [startled] Satisfaction! [Reproachfully] You say that to 

me!  

ANN. Well, if it were really agony, would you ask for more of it?  

OCTAVIUS. Have I asked for more of it?  

ANN. You have offered to tell Jack that I love him. That’s self-

sacrifice, I suppose; but there must be some satisfaction in it. Perhaps 

it’s because you’re a poet. You are like the bird that presses its breast 

against the sharp thorn to make itself sing.  

OCTAVIUS. It’s quite simple. I love you; and I want you to be happy. 

You don’t love me; so I can’t make you happy myself; but I can help 

another man to do it.  

ANN. Yes: it seems quite simple. But I doubt if we ever know why we 

do things. The only really simple thing is to go straight for what you 

want and grab it. I suppose I don’t love you, Tavy; but sometimes I feel 

as if I should like to make a man of you somehow. You are very foolish 

about women.  

OCTAVIUS. [almost coldly] I am content to be what I am in that 

respect.  

ANN. Then you must keep away from them, and only dream about 

them. I wouldn’t marry you for worlds, Tavy.  

OCTAVIUS. I have no hope, Ann: I accept my ill luck. But I don’t 

think you quite know how much it hurts.  

ANN. You are so softhearted! It’s queer that you should be so different 

from Violet. Violet’s as hard as nails.  
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OCTAVIUS. Oh no. I am sure Violet is thoroughly womanly at heart.  

ANN. [with some impatience] Why do you say that? Is it unwomanly to 

be thoughtful and businesslike and sensible? Do you want Violet to be 

an idiot – or something worse, like me?  

OCTAVIUS. Something worse – like yo u ! What do you mean, Ann?  

ANN. Oh well, I don’t mean that, of course. But I have a great respect 

for Violet. She gets her own way always.  

OCTAVIUS. [sighing] So do you.  

ANN. Yes; but somehow she gets it without coaxing – without having 

to make people sentimental about her.  

OCTAVIUS. [with brotherly callousness] Nobody could get very 

sentimental about Violet, I think, pretty as she is.  

ANN. Oh yes they could, if she made them.  

OCTAVIUS. But surely no really nice woman would deliberately 

practise on men’s instincts in that way.  

ANN. [throwing up her hands] Oh Tavy, Tavy, Ricky Ticky Tavy, 

heaven help the woman who marries you!  

OCTAVIUS. [his passion reviving at the name] Oh why, why, why do 

you say that? Don’t torment me. I don’t understand.  

ANN. Suppose she were to tell fibs, and lay snares for men?  

OCTAVIUS. Do you think I could marry such a woman – I, who have 

known and loved you?  
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ANN. Hm! Well, at all events, she wouldn’t let you if she were wise. So 

that’s settled. And now I can’t talk any more. Say you forgive me, and 

that the subject is closed.  

OCTAVIUS. I have nothing to forgive; and the subject is closed. And if 

the wound is open, at least you shall never see it bleed.  

ANN. Poetic to the last, Tavy. Goodbye, dear. [She pats his check; has 

an impulse to kiss him and then another impulse of distaste which 

prevents her; finally runs away through the garden and into the villa.]  

Octavius again takes refuge at the table, bowing his head on his arms 

and sobbing softly. Mrs Whitefield, who has been pottering round the 

Granada shops, and has a net full of little parcels in her hand, comes in 

through the gate and sees him.  

MRS WHITEFIELD. [running to him and lifting his head] What’s the 

matter, Tavy? Are you ill?  

OCTAVIUS. No, nothing, nothing.  

MRS WHITEFIELD. [still holding his head, anxiously] But you’re 

crying. Is it about Violet’s marriage?  

OCTAVIUS. No, no. Who told you about Violet?  

MRS WHITEFIELD. [restoring the head to its owner] I met Roebuck 

and that awful old Irishman. Are you sure you’re not ill? What’s the 

matter?  

OCTAVIUS. [affectionately] It’s nothing – only a man’s broken heart. 

Doesn’t that sound ridiculous?  
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MRS WHITEFIELD. But what is it all about? Has Ann been doing 

anything to you?  

OCTAVIUS. It’s not Ann’s fault. And don’t think for a moment that I 

blame you.  

MRS WHITEFIELD. [startled] For what?  

OCTAVIUS. [pressing her hand consolingly] For nothing. I said I 

didn’t blame you.  

MRS WHITEFIELD. But I haven’t done anything. What’s the matter?  

OCTAVIUS. [smiling sadly] Can’t you guess? I daresay you are right to 

prefer Jack to me as a husband for Ann; but I love Ann; and it hurts 

rather. [He rises and moves away from her towards the middle of the 

lawn.]  

MRS WHITEFIELD. [following him hastily] Does Ann say that I want 

her to marry Jack?  

OCTAVIUS. Yes: she has told me.  

MRS WHITEFIELD. [thoughtfully] Then I’m very sorry for you, Tavy. 

It’s only her way of saying s h e  wants to marry Jack. Little she cares 

what I say or what I want!  

OCTAVIUS. But she would not say it unless she believed it. Surely you 

don’t suspect Ann of – of d ece i t !!  

MRS WHITEFIELD. Well, never mind, Tavy. I don’t know which is 

best for a young man: to know too little, like you, or too much, like 

Jack.  
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Tanner returns.  

TANNER. Well, I’ve disposed of old Malone. Hullo, Tavy! anything 

wrong?  

OCTAVIUS. I must go wash my face, I see. [To Mrs Whitefield] Tell 

him what you wish. [To Tanner] You may take it from me, Jack, that 

Ann approves of it.  

TANNER. [puzzled by his manner] Approves of what?  

OCTAVIUS. Of what Mrs Whitefield wishes. [He goes his way with 

sad dignity to the villa.]  

TANNER. [to Mrs Whitefield] This is very mysterious. What is it you 

wish? It shall be done, whatever it is.  

MRS WHITEFIELD. [with snivelling gratitude] Thank you, Jack. [She 

sits down. Tanner brings the other chair from the table and sits close to 

her with his elbows on his knees, giving her his whole attention.] I don’t 

know why it is that other people’s children are so nice to me, and that 

my own have so little consideration for me. It’s no wonder I don’t seem 

able to care for Ann and Rhoda as I do for you and Tavy and Violet. It’s 

a very queer world. It used to be so straightforward and simple; and 

now nobody seems to think and feel as they ought. Nothing has been 

right since that speech that Professor Tyndall made at Belfast.  

TANNER. Yes: life is more complicated than we used to think. But 

what am I to do for you?  

MRS WHITEFIELD. That’s just what I want to tell you. Of course 

you’ll marry Ann whether I like it myself or not –  
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TANNER. [starting] It seems to me that I shall presently be married to 

Ann whether I like it myself or not.  

MRS WHITEFIELD. [peacefully] Oh, very likely you will: you know 

what she is when she has set her mind on anything. But don’t put it on 

me: that’s all I ask. Tavy has just let out that she’s been saying that I am 

making her marry you; and the poor boy is breaking his heart about it; 

for he is in love with her himself, though what he sees in her so 

wonderful, goodness knows: I don’t. It’s no use telling Tavy that Ann 

puts things into people’s heads by telling them that I want them when 

the thought of them never crossed my mind. It only sets Tavy against 

me. But you know better than that. So if you marry her, don’t put the 

blame on me.  

TANNER. [emphatically] I haven’t the slightest intention of marrying 

her.  

MRS WHITEFIELD. [slyly] She’d suit you better than Tavy. She’d 

meet her match in you, Jack. I’d like to see her meet her match.  

TANNER. No man is a match for a woman, except with a poker and a 

pair of hobnailed boots. Not always even then. Anyhow, I can’t take the 

poker to her. I should be a mere slave.  

MRS WHITEFIELD. No: she’s afraid of you. At all events, you would 

tell her the truth about herself. She wouldn’t be able to slip out of it as 

she does with me.  

TANNER. Everybody would call me a brute if I told Ann the truth 

about herself in terms of her own moral code. To begin with, Ann says 

things that are not strictly true.  

MRS WHITEFIELD. I’m glad somebody sees she is not an angel.  
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TANNER. In short – to put it as a husband would put it when 

exasperated to the point of speaking out – she is a liar. And since she 

has plunged Tavy head over ears in love with her without any intention 

of marrying him, she is a coquette, according to the standard definition 

of a coquette as a woman who rouses passions she has no intention of 

gratifying. And as she has now reduced you to the point of being 

willing to sacrifice me at the altar for the mere satisfaction of getting me 

to call her a liar to her face, I may conclude that she is a bully as well. 

She can’t bully men as she bullies women; so she habitually and 

unscrupulously uses her personal fascination to make men give her 

whatever she wants. That makes her almost something for which I 

know no polite name.  

MRS WHITEFIELD. [in mild expostulation] Well, you can’t expect 

perfection, Jack.  

TANNER. I don’t. But what annoys me is that Ann does. I know 

perfectly well that all this about her being a liar and a bully and a 

coquette and so forth is a trumped-up moral indictment which might be 

brought against anybody. We all lie; we all bully as much as we dare; 

we all bid for admiration without the least intention of earning it; we all 

get as much rent as we can out of our powers of fascination. If Ann 

would admit this I shouldn’t quarrel with her. But she won’t. If she has 

children she’ll take advantage of their telling lies to amuse herself by 

whacking them. If another woman makes eyes at me, she’ll refuse to 

know a coquette. She will do just what she likes herself whilst insisting 

on everybody else doing what the conventional code prescribes. In 

short, I can stand everything except her confounded hypocrisy. That’s 

what beats me.  

MRS WHITEFIELD. [carried away by the relief of hearing her own 

opinion so eloquently expressed] Oh, she is a hypocrite. She is: she is. 

Isn’t she?  
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TANNER. Then why do you want to marry me to her?  

MRS WHITEFIELD. [querulously] There now! put it on me, of course. 

I never thought of it until Tavy told me she said I did. But, you know, 

I’m very fond of Tavy: he’s a sort of son to me; and I don’t want him to 

be trampled on and made wretched.  

TANNER. Whereas I don’t matter, I suppose.  

MRS WHITEFIELD. Oh, you are different, somehow: you are able to 

take care of yourself. You’d serve her out. And anyhow, she m u s t  

marry somebody.  

TANNER. Aha! there speaks the life instinct. You detest her; but you 

feel that you must get her married.  

MRS WHITEFIELD. [rising, shocked] Do you mean that I detest my 

own daughter! Surely you don’t believe me to be so wicked and 

unnatural as that, merely because I see her faults.  

TANNER. [cynically] You love her, then?  

MRS WHITEFIELD. Why, of course I do. What queer things you say, 

Jack! We can’t help loving our own blood relations.  

TANNER. Well, perhaps it saves unpleasantness to say so. But for my 

part, I suspect that the tables of consanguinity have a natural basis in a 

natural repugnance [he rises].  

MRS WHITEFIELD. You shouldn’t say things like that, Jack. I hope 

you won’t tell Ann that I have been speaking to you. I only wanted to 

set myself right with you and Tavy. I couldn’t sit mumchance and have 

everything put on me.  
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TANNER. [politely] Quite so.  

MRS WHITEFIELD. [dissatisfied] And now I’ve only made matters 

worse. Tavy’s angry with me because I don’t worship Ann. And when 

it’s been put into my head that Ann ought to marry you, what can I say 

except that it would serve her right?  

TANNER. Thank you.  

MRS WHITEFIELD. Now don’t be silly and twist what I say into 

something I don’t mean. I ought to have fair play –  

Ann comes from the villa, followed presently by Violet, who is dressed 

for driving.  

ANN. [coming to her mother’s right hand with threatening suavity] 

Well, mamma darling, you seem to be having a delightful chat with 

Jack. We can hear you all over the place.  

MRS WHITEFIELD. [appalled] Have you overheard –  

TANNER. Never fear: Ann is only – well, we were discussing that 

habit of hers just now. She hasn’t heard a word.  

MRS WHITEFIELD. [stoutly] I don’t care whether she has or not: I 

have a right to say what I please.  

VIOLET. [arriving on the lawn and coming between Mrs Whitefield 

and Tanner] I’ve come to say goodbye. I’m off for my honeymoon.  

MRS WHITEFIELD. [crying] Oh don’t say that, Violet. And no 

wedding, no breakfast, no clothes, nor anything.  

VIOLET. [petting her] It won’t be for long.  
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MRS WHITEFIELD. Don’t let him take you to America. Promise me 

that you won’t.  

VIOLET. [very decidedly] I should think not, indeed. Don’t cry, dear: 

I’m only going to the hotel.  

MRS WHITEFIELD. But going in that dress, with your luggage, makes 

one realize – [she chokes, and then breaks out again] How I wish you 

were my daughter, Violet!  

VIOLET. [soothing her] There, there: so I am. Ann will be jealous.  

MRS WHITEFIELD. Ann doesn’t care a bit for me.  

ANN. Fie, mother! Come, now: you mustn’t cry any more: you know 

Violet doesn’t like it [Mrs Whitefield dries her eyes, and subsides].  

VIOLET. Goodbye, Jack.  

TANNER. Goodbye, Violet.  

VIOLET. The sooner you get married too, the better. You will be much 

less misunderstood.  

TANNER. [restively] I quite expect to get married in the course of the 

afternoon. You all seem to have set your minds on it.  

VIOLET. You might do worse. [To Mrs Whitefield: putting her arm 

round her] Let me take you to the hotel with me: the drive will do you 

good. Come in and get a wrap. [She takes her towards the villa.]  

MRS WHITEFIELD. [as they go up through the garden] I don’t know 

what I shall do when you are gone, with no one but Ann in the house; 

and she always occupied with the men! It’s not to be expected that your 
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husband will care to be bothered with an old woman like me. Oh, you 

needn’t tell me: politeness is all very well; but I know what people 

think – [She talks herself and Violet out of sight and hearing.]  

Ann, musing on Violet’s opportune advice, approaches Tanner; 

examines him humorously for a moment from toe to top; and finally 

delivers her opinion.  

ANN. Violet is quite right. You ought to get married.  

TANNER. [explosively] Ann: I will not marry you. Do you hear? I 

won’t, won’t, won’t, won’t, WON’T marry you.  

ANN. [placidly] Well, nobody axd you, sir she said, sir she said, sir she 

said. So that’s settled.  

TANNER. Yes, nobody has asked me; but everybody treats the thing as 

settled. It’s in the air. When we meet, the others go away on absurd 

pretexts to leave us alone together. Ramsden no longer scowls at me: 

his eye beams, as if he were already giving you away to me in church. 

Tavy refers me to your mother and gives me his blessing. Straker 

openly treats you as his future employer: it was he who first told me of 

it.  

ANN. Was that why you ran away?  

TANNER. Yes, only to be run down like a truant schoolboy.  

ANN. Well, if you don’t want to be married, you needn’t be [she turns 

away from him and sits down, much at her ease].  

TANNER. [following her] Does any man want to be hanged? Yet men 

let themselves be hanged without a struggle for life, though they could 

at least give the chaplain a black eye. We do the world’s will, not our 
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own. I have a frightful feeling that I shall let myself be married because 

it is the world’s will that you should have a husband.  

ANN. I daresay I shall, someday.  

TANNER. But why me – me of all men? Marriage is to me apostasy, 

profanation of the sanctuary of my soul, violation of my manhood, sale 

of my birthright, shameful surrender, ignominious capitulation, 

acceptance of defeat. I shall decay like a thing that has served its 

purpose and is done with; I shall change from a man with a future to a 

man with a past; I shall see in the greasy eyes of all the other husbands 

their relief at the arrival of a new prisoner to share their ignominy. The 

young men will scorn me as one who has sold out: to the young women 

I, who have always been an enigma and a possibility, shall be merely 

somebody else’s property – and damaged goods at that: a secondhand 

man at best.  

ANN. Well, your wife can put on a cap and make herself ugly to keep 

you in countenance, like my grandmother.  

TANNER. So that she may make her triumph more insolent by publicly 

throwing away the bait the moment the trap snaps on the victim!  

ANN. After all, though, what difference would it make? Beauty is all 

very well at first sight; but who ever looks at it when it has been in the 

house three days? I thought our pictures very lovely when papa bought 

them; but I haven’t looked at them for years. You never bother about 

my looks: you are too well used to me. I might be the umbrella stand.  

TANNER. You lie, you vampire: you lie.  

ANN. Flatterer. Why are you trying to fascinate me, Jack, if you don’t 

want to marry me?  
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TANNER. The Life Force. I am in the grip of the Life Force.  

ANN. I don’t understand in the least: it sounds like the Life Guards.  

TANNER. Why don’t you marry Tavy? He is willing. Can you not be 

satisfied unless your prey struggles?  

ANN. [turning to him as if to let him into a secret] Tavy will never 

marry. Haven’t you noticed that that sort of man never marries?  

TANNER. What! a man who idolizes women! who sees nothing in 

nature but romantic scenery for love duets! Tavy, the chivalrous, the 

faithful, the tenderhearted and true! Tavy never marry! Why, he was 

born to be swept up by the first pair of blue eyes he meets in the street.  

ANN. Yes, I know. All the same, Jack, men like that always live in 

comfortable bachelor lodgings with broken hearts, and are adored by 

their landladies, and never get married. Men like you always get 

married.  

TANNER. [Smiting his brow] How frightfully, horribly true! It has 

been staring me in the face all my life; and I never saw it before.  

ANN. Oh, it’s the same with women. The poetic temperament’s a very 

nice temperament, very amiable, very harmless and poetic, I daresay; 

but it’s an old maid’s temperament.  

TANNER. Barren. The Life Force passes it by.  

ANN. If that’s what you mean by the Life Force, yes.  

TANNER. You don’t care for Tavy?  
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ANN. [looking round carefully to make sure that Tavy is not within 

earshot] No.  

TANNER. And you do care for me?  

ANN. [rising quietly and shaking her finger at him] Now Jack! Behave 

yourself.  

TANNER. Infamous, abandoned woman! Devil!  

ANN. Boa-constrictor! Elephant!  

TANNER. Hypocrite!  

ANN. [Softly] I must be, for my future husband’s sake.  

TANNER. For mine! [Correcting himself savagely] I mean for his.  

ANN. [ignoring the correction] Yes, for yours. You had better marry 

what you call a hypocrite, Jack. Women who are not hypocrites go 

about in rational dress and are insulted and get into all sorts of hot 

water. And then their husbands get dragged in too, and live in continual 

dread of fresh complications. Wouldn’t you prefer a wife you could 

depend on?  

TANNER. No, a thousand times no: hot water is the revolutionist’s 

element. You clean men as you clean milkpails, by scalding them.  

ANN. Cold water has its uses too. It’s healthy.  

TANNER. [despairingly] Oh, you are witty: at the supreme moment the 

Life Force endows you with every quality. Well, I too can be a 

hypocrite. Your father’s will appointed me your guardian, not your 

suitor. I shall be faithful to my trust.  
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ANN. [in low siren tones] He asked me who would I have as my 

guardian before he made that will. I chose you!  

TANNER. The will is yours then! The trap was laid from the beginning.  

ANN. [concentrating all her magic] From the beginning – from our 

childhood – for both of us – by the Life Force.  

TANNER. I will not marry you. I will not marry you.  

ANN. Oh, you will, you will.  

TANNER. I tell you, no, no, no.  

ANN. I tell you, yes, yes, yes.  

TANNER. No.  

ANN. [coaxing – imploring – almost exhausted] Yes. Before it is too 

late for repentance. Yes.  

TANNER. [struck by the echo from the past] When did all this happen 

to me before? Are we two dreaming?  

ANN. [suddenly losing her courage, with an anguish that she does not 

conceal] No. We are awake; and you have said no: that is all.  

TANNER. [brutally] Well?  

ANN. Well, I made a mistake: you do not love me.  

TANNER. [seizing her in his arms] It is false: I love you. The Life 

Force enchants me: I have the whole world in my arms when I clasp 
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you. But I am fighting for my freedom, for my honor, for myself, one 

and indivisible.  

ANN. Your happiness will be worth them all.  

TANNER. You would sell freedom and honor and self for happiness?  

ANN. It will not be all happiness for me. Perhaps death.  

TANNER. [groaning] Oh, that clutch holds and hurts. What have you 

grasped in me? Is there a father’s heart as well as a mother’s?  

ANN. Take care, Jack: if anyone comes while we are like this, you will 

have to marry me.  

TANNER. If we two stood now on the edge of a precipice, I would hold 

you tight and jump.  

ANN. [panting, failing more and more under the strain] Jack: let me 

go. I have dared so frightfully – it is lasting longer than I thought. Let 

me go: I can’t bear it.  

TANNER. Nor I. Let it kill us.  

ANN. Yes: I don’t care. I am at the end of my forces. I don’t care. I 

think I am going to faint.  

At this moment Violet and Octavius come from the villa with Mrs 

Whitefield, who is wrapped up for driving. Simultaneously Malone and 

Ramsden, followed by Straker, come in through the little gate in the 

paling. Tanner shamefacedly releases Ann, who raises her hand giddily 

to her forehead. 

MALONE. Take care. Something’s the matter with the lady.  
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RAMSDEN. What does this mean?  

VIOLET. [running between Ann and Tanner] Are you ill?  

ANN. [reeling, with a supreme effort] I have promised to marry Jack. 

[She swoons. Violet kneels by her and chafes her hand. Tanner runs 

round to her other hand, and tries to lift her head. Octavius goes to 

Violet’s assistance, but does not know what to do. Octavius, Malone, 

and Ramsden run to Ann and crowd round her, stooping to assist. 

Straker coolly comes to Ann’s feet, upright and self-possessed.]  

STRAKER. Now then, ladies and gentlemen: she don’t want a crowd 

round her: she wants air – all the air she can git. If you please, gents –  

[Malone and Ramsden allow him to drive them gently past Ann and up 

the lawn towards the garden, where Octavius, who has already become 

conscious of his uselessness, joins them. Straker, following them up, 

pauses for a moment to instruct Tanner.] Don’t lift er ed, Mr Tanner: let 

it go flat so’s the blood can run back into it.  

TANNER. [rising] I yield to your superior knowledge of physiology, 

Henry. [He withdraws to the corner of the lawn; and Octavius 

immediately hurries down to him.]  

TAVY. [aside to Tanner, grasping his hand] Jack: be very happy.  

TANNER. [aside to Tavy] I never asked her. It is a trap for me. [He 

goes up the lawn towards the garden. Octavius remains petrified.]  

ANN. [in Violet’s ear, clutching her round the neck] Violet, did Jack 

say anything when I fainted?  

VIOLET. No.  

ANN. Ah! [With a sigh of intense relief she relapses.]  
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MRS WHITEFIELD. Oh, she’s fainted again.  

They are about to rush back to her; but Straker stops them with a 

warning gesture.  

ANN. [supine] No I haven’t. I’m quite happy.  

TANNER. [suddenly walking determinedly to her, and snatching her 

hand from Violet to feel her pulse] Why, her pulse is positively 

bounding. Come, get up. What nonsense! Up with you. [He gets her up 

summarily.]  

ANN. Yes: I feel strong enough now. But you very nearly killed me, 

Jack, for all that.  

MALONE. A rough wooer, eh? They’re the best sort, Miss Whitefield. 

I congratulate Mr Tanner; and I hope to meet you and him as frequent 

guests at the Abbey.  

ANN. Thank you. [She goes past Malone to Octavius] Ricky Ticky 

Tavy: congratulate me. [Aside to him] I want to make you cry for the 

last time.  

TAVY. [steadfastly] No more tears. I am happy in your happiness. And 

I believe in you in spite of everything.  

RAMSDEN. [coming between Malone and Tanner] You are a happy 

man, Jack Tanner. I envy you.  

TANNER. Ramsden: it is very easy for you to call me a happy man: 

you are only a spectator. I am one of the principals; and I know better. 

Ann: stop tempting Tavy, and come back to me.  

ANN. [complying] You are absurd, Jack. [She takes his proffered arm.]  
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TANNER. [continuing] I solemnly say that I am not a happy man. Ann 

looks happy; but she is only triumphant, successful, victorious. That is 

not happiness, but the price for which the strong sell their happiness. 

What we have both done this afternoon is to renounce tranquillity, 

above all, renounce the romantic possibilities of an unknown future, for 

the cares of a household and a family. I beg that no man may seize the 

occasion to get half drunk and utter imbecile speeches and coarse 

pleasantries at my expense. We propose to furnish our own house 

according to our own taste; and I hereby give notice that the seven or 

eight travelling clocks, the four or five dressing cases, the salad bowls, 

the carvers and fish slices, the copy of Tennyson in extra morocco, and 

all the other articles you are preparing to heap upon us, will be instantly 

sold, and the proceeds devoted to circulating free copies of the 

Revolutionist’s Handbook. The wedding will take place three days after 

our return to England, by special license, at the office of the district 

superintendent registrar, in the presence of my solicitor and his clerk, 

who, like his clients, will be in ordinary walking dress.  

VIOLET. [with intense conviction] You a r e  a brute, Jack.  

ANN. [looking at him with fond pride and caressing his arm] Never 

mind her, dear. Go on talking.  

TANNER. Talking!  

Universal laughter.  

 

FIN. 
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FANNY’S FIRST PLAY 

(Macdona Version) 

By Bernard Shaw 

When Fanny’s First Play was first produced at the Little Theatre in 

London in 1911, Shaw’s authorship was concealed; he was convinced 

that critics brought unhelpful expectations to the theatre when they 

reviewed a Shaw play. The original, full-length script includes an 

Induction and Epilogue, in which it is explained that the play was 

written by a Cambridge student of Irish descent called Fanny 

O’Dowda. Shaw’s authorship of this highly-popular work quickly 

became public knowledge, and he published the play under his own 

name in German translation later in 1911 and subsequently in English 

in 1914. In 1916, at the request of producer Charles Macdona, Shaw 

wrote a short Prologue comprised of rhyming couplets to replace the 

much longer Induction and Epilogue. This enabled Macdona to stage 

the play twice each evening – while still maintaining the (now 

exploded) conceit that the play was composed by Fanny O’Dowda. The 

abridged version of the play reproduced below was first performed at 

the Theatre Royal in Birmingham on 18 September 1916. 

 

PROLOGUE 

The Actress who plays the part of Margaret Knox comes before the 

curtain dressed as Fanny O’Dowda, and addresses the audience. 

 

We’re going to act a play. I shall be in it  (Applause) 

Thank you for that applause. But – just a minute –  

Would you mind very much if I explained to you 
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What wouldn’t be otherwise very plain to you 

That is why – though the play’s won worldwide fame –  

The author’s given it such a funny name! 

Fanny’s First Play! It’s catching. Lots of pence in it. 

But at first sight there doesn’t seem to be much sense in it; 

But don’t make up your minds there isn’t any: 

It’s really Fanny’s play; and I am Fanny. 

I wrote the play. It was my very first. 

(I had to write it or I should have burst: 

I couldn’t help it.) Now, from what you’ve read of it, 

You know, perhaps, that all the critics said of it 

That, though my first might fairly good be reckoned, 

Heaven forbid that I should write a second! 

That was a nasty one: they thought it witty; 

But I felt nothing for the fools but pity; 

For stalls and pit to praise my play united; 

And now I’ll tell you how I came to write it. 

In childhood’s sunny days, I, by an aunt of mine, 

Was taken – prematurely – to the pantomime. 

From that time forth, each evening I would be at her: 

“Take me again, dear Auntie, to the theatre”; 

Twas thus I first on Shakespear’s golden page struck. 

The natural result was, I got stage struck. 

I loved the playhouse: after my first bout of it, 

I dared my family to keep me out of it. 

I went and went and went, until, alas! 

Something most unexpected came to pass. 

I loved the actors; copied all their ways; 

But oh! I got so tired of the plays. 

Always the same – what they call oversexed: 

You always know just what is coming next: 

The husband and the lover and the wife, 

Not one of them a bit like real life. 

At first I liked them. All my soul was stored with them: 

But in a year or so I got quite bored with them. 
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Just think! In real life what is it touches us? 

Stories about ourselves, not duchesses. 

If we all live by honest business, such as is 

The backbone of this town, why not insist 

On plays that shew at least we exist, 

Instead of these continual appealings 

To millionaires, as if we had no feelings! 

Why are stage lovers’s speeches drowned by coughs? 

Because we’re tired of their all being toffs. 

Though too much business mayn’t be any fun 

It’s better anyhow than having none. 

Remember good Sam Richardson. Said he, 

“I keep my shop, sirs; and my shop keeps me.” 

You haven’t read Sam’s novels: they’re too long; 

But in the love scene Sam could come out strong. 

To me the thing’s as plain as a church steeple: 

We must have business plays for business people. 

As to the titled heroine, I’d banish her; 

But when I hinted at it to the manager, 

He said “To put the duchess on the shelf, 

Just write a play and act in it yourself.” 

 

Ladies and gentlemen; I all but kissed him: 

In fact I threw a kiss – like that – but missed him. 

I wrote the play: Fanny’s First, at your service. 

You’ll see me act in it. Oh, I’m so nervous. 

You won’t expect me in the first act, will you? 

But in the second I shall simply thrrrill you. 

The third you must especially attend to. 

You see, unless you think it rather funny 

You won’t feel you’ve had value for your money. 

I really must break off: it’s downright wrong 

Making all this up as I go along: 

Besides, I’ve got to change, I look too rowdy. 

Business folk like their daughters to be dowdy. 
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I’ll make myself so plain, you’ll all despise me, 

I’m sure not one of you will recognize me. 

But beauty’s nothing: common people love it; 

But you’re not common people: you’re above it. 

I knew you were. You all look quite resigned. 

Well, since you’ve been so very very kind, 

My good looks shall not be too much diminished. 

Thank you for hearing me. (to the prompter, roughly as she retires 

through the curtain) Ring up. I’ve finished. 

 

 

THE PLAY 

ACT I  

In the dining-room of a house in Denmark Hill, an elderly lady sits at 

breakfast reading the newspaper. Her chair is at the end of the oblong 

dining-table furthest from the fire. There is an empty chair at the other 

end. The fireplace is behind this chair; and the door is next the 

fireplace, between it and the corner. An armchair stands beside the 

coal-scuttle. In the middle of the back wall is the sideboard, parallel to 

the table. The rest of the furniture is mostly dining-room chairs, ranged 

against the walls, and including a baby rocking-chair on the lady’s side 

of the room. The lady is a placid person. Her husband, Mr Robin 

Gilbey, not at all placid, bursts violently into the room with a letter in 

his hand.  

GILBEY. [grinding his teeth] This is a nice thing. This is a b –  

MRS GILBEY. [cutting him short] Leave it at that, please. Whatever it 

is, bad language won’t make it better.  
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GILBEY. [bitterly] Yes, put me in the wrong as usual. Take your boy’s 

part against me. [He flings himself into the empty chair opposite her.]  

MRS GILBEY. When he does anything right, he’s your son. When he 

does anything wrong he’s mine. Have you any news of him?  

GILBEY. I’ve a good mind not to tell you.  

MRS GILBEY. Then don’t. I suppose he’s been found. That’s a 

comfort, at all events.  

GILBEY. No, he hasn’t been found. The boy may be at the bottom of 

the river for all you care. [Too agitated to sit quietly, he rises and paces 

the room distractedly.]  

MRS GILBEY. Then what have you got in your hand?  

GILBEY. I’ve a letter from the Monsignor Grenfell. From New York. 

Dropping us. Cutting us. [Turning fiercely on her] That’s a nice thing, 

isn’t it?  

MRS GILBEY. What for?  

GILBEY. [flinging away towards his chair] How do I know what for?  

MRS GILBEY. What does he say?  

GILBEY. [sitting down and grumblingly adjusting his spectacles] This 

is what he says. “My dear Mr Gilbey: The news about Bobby had to 

follow me across the Atlantic: it did not reach me until to-day. I am 

afraid he is incorrigible. My brother, as you may imagine, feels that this 

last escapade has gone beyond the bounds; and I think, myself, that 

Bobby ought to be made to feel that such scrapes involve a certain 
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degree of reprobation.” “As you may imagine”! And we know no more 

about it than the babe unborn.  

MRS GILBEY. What else does he say?  

GILBEY. “I think my brother must have been just a little to blame 

himself; so, between ourselves, I shall, with due and impressive 

formality, forgive Bobby later on; but for the present I think it had 

better be understood that he is in disgrace, and that we are no longer on 

visiting terms. As ever, yours sincerely.” [His agitation masters him 

again] That’s a nice slap in the face to get from a man in his position! 

This is what your son has brought on me.  

MRS GILBEY. Well, I think it’s rather a nice letter. He as good as tells 

you he’s only letting on to be offended for Bobby’s good.  

GILBEY. Oh, very well: have the letter framed and hang it up over the 

mantelpiece as a testimonial.  

MRS GILBEY. Don’t talk nonsense, Rob. You ought to be thankful to 

know that the boy is alive after his disappearing like that for nearly a 

week.  

GILBEY. Nearly a week! A fortnight, you mean. Where’s your 

feelings, woman? It was fourteen days yesterday.  

MRS GILBEY. Oh, don’t call it fourteen days, Rob, as if the boy was in 

prison.  

GILBEY. How do you know he’s not in prison? It’s got on my nerves 

so, that I’d believe even that.  

MRS GILBEY. Don’t talk silly, Rob. Bobby might get into a scrape 

like any other lad; but he’d never do anything low.  
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Juggins, the footman, comes in with a card on a salver. He is a rather 

low-spirited man of thirty-five or more, of good appearance and 

address, and iron self-command.  

JUGGINS. [presenting the salver to Mr Gilbey] Lady wishes to see Mr 

Bobby’s parents, sir.  

GILBEY. [pointing to Mrs Gilbey] There’s Mr Bobby’s parent. I 

disown him.  

JUGGINS. Yes, sir. [He presents the salver to Mrs Gilbey.]  

MRS GILBEY. You mustn’t mind what your master says, Juggins: he 

doesn’t mean it. [She takes the card and reads it.] Well, I never!  

GILBEY. What’s up now?  

MRS GILBEY. [reading] “Miss D. Delaney. Darling Dora.” Just like 

that – in brackets. What sort of person, Juggins?  

GILBEY. What’s her address?  

MRS GILBEY. The West Circular Road. Is that a respectable address, 

Juggins?  

JUGGINS. A great many most respectable people live in the West 

Circular Road, madam; but the address is not a guarantee of 

respectability.  

GILBEY. So it’s come to that with him, has it?  

MRS GILBEY. Don’t jump to conclusions, Rob. How do you know? 

[To Juggins] Is she a lady, Juggins? You know what I mean.  
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JUGGINS. In the sense in which you are using the word, no, madam.  

MRS GILBEY. I’d better try what I can get out of her. [To Juggins] 

Shew her up. You don’t mind, do you, Rob?  

GILBEY. So long as you don’t flounce out and leave me alone with 

her. [He rises and plants himself on the hearth-rug.]  

Juggins goes out.  

MRS GILBEY. I wonder what she wants, Rob?  

GILBEY. If she wants money, she shan’t have it. Not a farthing. A nice 

thing, everybody seeing her on our doorstep! If it wasn’t that she may 

tell us something about the lad, I’d have Juggins put the hussy into the 

street.  

JUGGINS. [returning and announcing] Miss Delaney. [He waits for 

express orders before placing a chair for this visitor.]  

Miss Delaney comes in. She is a young lady of hilarious disposition, 

very tolerable good looks, and killing clothes. She is so affable and 

confidential that it is very difficult to keep her at a distance by any 

process short of flinging her out of the house.  

DORA. [plunging at once into privileged intimacy and into the middle 

of the room] How d’ye do, both. I’m a friend of Bobby’s. He told me all 

about you once, in a moment of confidence. Of course he never let on 

who he was at the police court.  

GILBEY. Police court!  

MRS GILBEY. [looking apprehensively at Juggins] Tch – ! Juggins: a 

chair.  
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DORA. Oh, I’ve let it out, have I! [Contemplating Juggins approvingly 

as he places a chair for her between the table and the sideboard] But 

he’s the right sort: I can see that. [Buttonholing him] You won’t let on 

downstairs, old man, will you?  

JUGGINS. The family can rely on my absolute discretion. [He 

withdraws.]  

DORA. [sitting down genteelly] I don’t know what you’ll say to me: 

you know I really have no right to come here; but then what was I to 

do? You know Holy Joe, Bobby’s tutor, don’t you? But of course you 

do.  

GILBEY. [with dignity] I know Mr Joseph Grenfell, the brother of 

Monsignor Grenfell, if it is of him you are speaking.  

DORA. [wide-eyed and much amused] No!!! You don’t tell me that old 

geezer has a brother a Monsignor! And you’re Catholics! And I never 

knew it, though I’ve known Bobby ever so long! But of course the last 

thing you find out about a person is their religion, isn’t it?  

MRS GILBEY. We’re not Catholics. But when the Samuelses got an 

Archdeacon’s son to form their boy’s mind, Mr Gilbey thought Bobby 

ought to have a chance too. And the Monsignor is a customer. Mr 

Gilbey consulted him about Bobby; and he recommended a brother of 

his that was more sinned against than sinning.  

GILBEY. [on tenderhooks] She don’t want to hear about that, Maria. 

[To Dora] What’s your business?  

DORA. I’m afraid it was all my fault.  

GILBEY. What was all your fault? I’m half distracted. I don’t know 

what has happened to the boy: he’s been lost these fourteen days –  
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MRS GILBEY. A fortnight, Rob.  

GILBEY. – and not a word have we heard of him since.  

MRS GILBEY. Don’t fuss, Rob.  

GILBEY. [yelling] I will fuss. You’ve no feeling. You don’t care what 

becomes of the lad. [He sits down savagely.]  

DORA. [soothingly] You’ve been anxious about him. Of course. How 

thoughtless of me not to begin by telling you he’s quite safe. Indeed 

he’s in the safest place in the world, as one may say: safe under lock 

and key.  

GILBEY. [horrified, pitiable] Oh my – [his breath fails him]. Do you 

mean that when he was in the police court he was in the dock? Oh, 

Maria! Oh, great Lord! What has he done? What has he got for it? 

[Desperate] Will you tell me or will you see me go mad on my own 

carpet?  

DORA. [sweetly] Yes, old dear –  

MRS GILBEY. [starting at the familiarity] Well!  

DORA. [continuing] I’ll tell you: but don’t you worry: he’s all right. I 

came out myself this morning: there was such a crowd! and a band! 

they thought I was a suffragette: only fancy! You see it was like this. 

Holy Joe got talking about how he’d been a champion sprinter at 

college.  

MRS GILBEY. A what?  

DORA. A sprinter. He said he was the fastest hundred yards runner in 

England. We were all in the old cowshed that night.  
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MRS GILBEY. What old cowshed?  

GILBEY. [groaning] Oh, get on. Get on.  

DORA. Oh, of course you wouldn’t know. How silly of me! It’s a 

rather go-ahead sort of music hall in Stepney. We call it the old 

cowshed.  

MRS GILBEY. Does Mr Grenfell take Bobby to music halls?  

DORA. No. Bobby takes him. But Holy Joe likes it: fairly laps it up like 

a kitten, poor old dear. Well, Bobby says to me, “Darling – ”  

MRS GILBEY. [placidly] Why does he call you Darling?  

DORA. Oh, everybody calls me Darling: it’s a sort of name I’ve got. 

Darling Dora, you know. Well, he says, “Darling, if you can get Holy 

Joe to sprint a hundred yards, I’ll stand you that squiffer with the gold 

keys.”  

MRS GILBEY. Does he call his tutor Holy Joe to his face? [Gilbey 

clutches at his hair in his impatience.]  

DORA. Well, what would he call him? After all, Holy Joe is Holy Joe; 

and boys will be boys.  

MRS GILBEY. What’s a squiffer?  

DORA. Oh, of course: excuse my vulgarity: a concertina. There’s one 

in a shop in Green Street, ivory inlaid, with gold keys and Russia 

leather bellows; and Bobby knew I hankered after it; but he couldn’t 

afford it, poor lad, though I knew he just longed to give it to me.  
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GILBEY. Maria: if you keep interrupting with silly questions, I shall go 

out of my senses. Here’s the boy in gaol and me disgraced for ever; and 

all you care to know is what a squiffer is.  

DORA. Well, remember it has gold keys. The man wouldn’t take a 

penny less than £15 for it. It was a presentation one.  

GILBEY. [shouting at her] Where’s my son? What’s happened to my 

son? Will you tell me that, and stop cackling about your squiffer?  

DORA. Oh, ain’t we impatient! Well, it does you credit, old dear. And 

you needn’t fuss: there’s no disgrace. Bobby behaved like a perfect 

gentleman. Besides, it was all my fault. I’ll own it: I took too much 

champagne. I was not what you might call drunk; but I was bright, and 

a little beyond myself; and – I’ll confess it – I wanted to shew off 

before Bobby, because he was a bit taken by a woman on the stage; and 

she was pretending to be game for anything. You see you’ve brought 

Bobby up too strict; and when he gets loose there’s no holding him. He 

does enjoy life more than any lad I ever met.  

GILBEY. Never you mind how he’s been brought up: that’s my 

business. Tell me how he’s been brought down: that’s yours.  

MRS GILBEY. Oh, don’t be rude to the lady, Rob.  

DORA. I’m coming to it, old dear: don’t you be so headstrong. Well, it 

was a beautiful moonlight night; and we couldn’t get a cab on the nod; 

so we started to walk, very jolly, you know: arm in arm, and dancing 

along, singing and all that. When we came into Jamaica Square, there 

was a young copper on point duty at the corner. I says to Bob: “Dearie 

boy: is it a bargain about the squiffer if I make Joe sprint for you?” 

“Anything you like, darling,” says he: “I love you.” I put on my best 

company manners and stepped up to the copper. “If you please, sir,” 

says I, “can you direct me to Carrickmines Square?” I was so genteel, 
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and talked so sweet, that he fell to it like a bird. “I never heard of any 

such Square in these parts,” he says. “Then,” says I, “what a very silly 

little officer you must be!”; and I gave his helmet a chuck behind that 

knocked it over his eyes, and did a bunk.  

MRS GILBEY. Did a what?  

DORA. A bunk. Holy Joe did one too all right: he sprinted faster than 

he ever did in college, I bet, the old dear. He got clean off, too. Just as 

he was overtaking me half-way down the square, we heard the whistle; 

and at the sound of it he drew away like a streak of lightning; and that 

was the last I saw of him. I was copped in the Dock Road myself: rotten 

luck, wasn’t it? I tried the innocent and genteel and all the rest; but 

Bobby’s hat done me in.  

GILBEY. And what happened to the boy?  

DORA. Only fancy! he stopped to laugh at the copper! He thought the 

copper would see the joke, poor lamb. He was arguing about it when 

the two that took me came along to find out what the whistle was for, 

and brought me with them. Of course I swore I’d never seen him before 

in my life; but there he was in my hat and I in his. The cops were very 

spiteful and laid it on for all they were worth: drunk and disorderly and 

assaulting the police and all that. I got fourteen days without the option, 

because you see – well, the fact is, I’d done it before, and been warned. 

Bobby was a first offender and had the option; but the dear boy had no 

money left and wouldn’t give you away by telling his name; and 

anyhow he couldn’t have brought himself to buy himself off and leave 

me there; so he’s doing his time. Well, it was two forty shillingses; and 

I’ve only twenty-eight shillings in the world. If I pawn my clothes I 

shan’t be able to earn any more. So I can’t pay the fine and get him out; 

but if you’ll stand £3 I’ll stand one; and that’ll do it. If you’d like to be 

very kind and nice you could pay the lot; but I can’t deny that it was my 

fault; so I won’t press you.  
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GILBEY. [heart-broken] My son in gaol!  

DORA. Oh, cheer up, old dear: it won’t hurt him: look at me after 

fourteen days of it; I’m all the better for being kept a bit quiet. You 

mustn’t let it prey on your mind.  

GILBEY. The disgrace of it will kill me. And it will leave a mark on 

him to the end of his life.  

DORA. Not a bit of it. Don’t you be afraid: I’ve educated Bobby a bit: 

he’s not the mollycoddle he was when you had him in hand.  

MRS GILBEY. Indeed Bobby is not a mollycoddle. They wanted him 

to go in for singlestick at the Young Men’s Christian Association; but, 

of course, I couldn’t allow that: he might have had his eye knocked out.  

GILBEY. [to Dora, angrily] Listen here, you.  

DORA. Oh, ain’t we cross!  

GILBEY. I want none of your gaiety here. This is a respectable 

household. You’ve gone and got my poor innocent boy into trouble. It’s 

the like of you that’s the ruin of the like of him.  

DORA. So you always say, you old dears. But you know better. Bobby 

came to me: I didn’t come to him.  

GILBEY. Would he have gone if you hadn’t been there for him to go 

to? Tell me that. You know why he went to you, I suppose?  

DORA. [charitably] It was dull for him at home, poor lad, wasn’t it?  

MRS GILBEY. Oh no. I’m at home on first Thursdays. And we have 

the Knoxes to dinner every Friday. Margaret Knox and Bobby are as 
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good as engaged. Mr Knox is my husband’s partner. Mrs Knox is very 

religious; but she’s quite cheerful. We dine with them on Tuesdays. So 

that’s two evenings pleasure every week.  

GILBEY. [almost in tears] We done what we could for the boy. Short 

of letting him go into temptations of all sorts, he can do what he likes. 

What more does he want?  

DORA. Well, old dear, he wants me; and that’s about the long and short 

of it. And I must say you’re not very nice to me about it. I’ve talked to 

him like a mother, and tried my best to keep him straight; but I don’t 

deny I like a bit of fun myself; and we both get a bit giddy when we’re 

lighthearted. Him and me is a pair, I’m afraid.  

GILBEY. Don’t talk foolishness, girl. How could you and he be a pair, 

you being what you are, and he brought up as he has been, with the 

example of a religious woman like Mrs Knox before his eyes? I can’t 

understand how he could bring himself to be seen in the street with you. 

[Pitying himself] I havn’t deserved this. I’ve done my duty as a father. 

I’ve kept him sheltered. [Angry with her] Creatures like you that take 

advantage of a child’s innocence ought to be whipped through the 

streets.  

DORA. Well, whatever I may be, I’m too much the lady to lose my 

temper; and I don’t think Bobby would like me to tell you what I think 

of you; for when I start giving people a bit of my mind I sometimes use 

language that’s beneath me. But I tell you once for all I must have the 

money to get Bobby out; and if you won’t fork out, I’ll hunt up Holy 

Joe. He might get it off his brother, the Monsignor.  

GILBEY. You mind your own concerns. My solicitor will do what is 

right. I’ll not have you paying my son’s fine as if you were anything to 

him.  
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DORA. That’s right. You’ll get him out today, won’t you?  

GILBEY. It’s likely I’d leave my boy in prison, isn’t it?  

DORA. I’d like to know when they’ll let him out.  

GILBEY. You would, would you? You’re going to meet him at the 

prison door.  

DORA. Well, don’t you think any woman would that had the feelings 

of a lady?  

GILBEY. [bitterly] Oh yes: I know. Here! I must buy the lad’s 

salvation, I suppose. How much will you take to clear out and let him 

go?  

DORA. [pitying him: quite nice about it] What good would that do, old 

dear? There are others, you know.  

GILBEY. That’s true. I must send the boy himself away.  

DORA. Where to?  

GILBEY. Anywhere, so long as he’s out of the reach of you and your 

like.  

DORA. Then I’m afraid you’ll have to send him out of the world, old 

dear. I’m sorry for you: I really am, though you mightn’t believe it; and 

I think your feelings do you real credit. But I can’t give him up just to 

let him fall into the hands of people I couldn’t trust, can I?  

GILBEY. [beside himself, rising] Where’s the police? Where’s the 

Government? Where’s the Church? Where’s respectability and right 

reason? What’s the good of them if I have to stand here and see you put 
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my son in your pocket as if he was a chattel slave, and you hardly out of 

gaol as a common drunk and disorderly? What’s the world coming to?  

DORA. It is a lottery, isn’t it, old dear?  

Mr Gilbey rushes from the room, distracted.  

MRS GILBEY. [unruffled] Where did you buy that white lace? I want 

some to match a collaret of my own; and I can’t get it at Perry and 

John’s.  

DORA. Knagg and Pantle’s: one and fourpence. It’s machine hand-

made.  

MRS GILBEY. I never give more than one and tuppence. But I suppose 

you’re extravagant by nature. My sister Martha was just like that. Pay 

anything she was asked.  

DORA. What’s tuppence to you, Mrs Bobby, after all?  

MRS GILBEY. [correcting her] Mrs Gilbey.  

DORA. Of course, Mrs Gilbey. I am silly.  

MRS GILBEY. Bobby must have looked funny in your hat. Why did 

you change hats with him?  

DORA. I don’t know. One does, you know.  

MRS GILBEY. I never did. The things people do! I can’t understand 

them. Bobby never told me he was keeping company with you. His own 

mother!  

DORA. [overcome] Excuse me: I can’t help smiling.  
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Juggins enters.  

JUGGINS. Mr Gilbey has gone to Wormwood Scrubbs, madam.  

MRS GILBEY. Have you ever been in a police court, Juggins?  

JUGGINS. Yes, madam.  

MRS GILBEY. [rather shocked] I hope you had not been exceeding, 

Juggins.  

JUGGINS. Yes, madam, I had. I exceeded the legal limit.  

MRS GILBEY. Oh, that! Why do they give a woman a fortnight for 

wearing a man’s hat, and a man a month for wearing hers?  

JUGGINS. I didn’t know that they did, madam.  

MRS GILBEY. It doesn’t seem justice, does it, Juggins?  

JUGGINS. No, madam.  

MRS GILBEY. [to Dora, rising] Well, good-bye. [Shaking her hand] 

So pleased to have made your acquaintance.  

DORA. [standing up] Don’t mention it. I’m sure it’s most kind of you 

to receive me at all.  

MRS GILBEY. I must go off now and order lunch. [She trots to the 

door.] What was it you called the concertina?  

DORA. A squiffer, dear.  
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MRS GILBEY. [thoughtfully] A squiffer, of course. How funny! [She 

goes out.]  

DORA. [exploding into ecstasies of mirth] Oh my! Isn’t she an old 

love? How do you keep your face straight?  

JUGGINS. It is what I am paid for.  

DORA. [confidentially] Listen here, dear boy. Your name isn’t Juggins. 

Nobody’s name is Juggins.  

JUGGINS. My orders are, Miss Delaney, that you are not to be here 

when Mr Gilbey returns from Wormwood Scrubbs.  

DORA. That means telling me to mind my own business, doesn’t it? 

Well, I’m off. Tootle Loo, Charlie Darling. [She kisses her hand to him 

and goes.] 

 

 

ACT II  

On the afternoon of the same day, Mrs Knox is writing notes in her 

drawing-room, at a writing-table which stands against the wall. Anyone 

placed so as to see Mrs Knox’s left profile, will have the door on the 

right and the window on the left, both further away than Mrs Knox, 

whose back is presented to an obsolete upright piano at the opposite 

side of the room. The sofa is near the piano. There is a small table in 

the middle of the room, with some gilt-edged books and albums on it, 

and chairs near it.  

Mr Knox comes in almost furtively, a troubled man of fifty, thinner, 

harder, and uglier than his partner, Gilbey, Gilbey being a soft stoutish 
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man with white hair and thin smooth skin, whilst Knox has coarse black 

hair, and blue jaws which no diligence in shaving can whiten. Mrs 

Knox is a plain woman, dressed without regard to fashion, with 

thoughtful eyes and thoughtful ways that make an atmosphere of peace 

and some solemnity. She is surprised to see her husband at home during 

business hours.  

MRS KNOX. What brings you home at this hour? Have you heard 

anything?  

KNOX. No. Have you?  

MRS KNOX. No. What’s the matter?  

KNOX. [sitting down on the sofa] I believe Gilbey has found out.  

MRS KNOX. What makes you think that?  

KNOX. Well, I don’t know: I didn’t like to tell you: you have enough to 

worry you without that; but Gilbey’s been very queer ever since it 

happened. I can’t keep my mind on business as I ought; and I was 

depending on him. But he’s worse than me. He’s not looking after 

anything; and he keeps out of my way. His manner’s not natural. He 

hasn’t asked us to dinner; and he’s never said a word about our not 

asking him to dinner, after all these years when we’ve dined every week 

as regular as clockwork. It looks to me as if Gilbey’s trying to drop me 

socially. Well, why should he do that if he hasn’t heard?  

MRS KNOX. I wonder! Bobby hasn’t been near us either: that’s what I 

can’t make out.  

KNOX. Oh, that’s nothing. I told him Margaret was down in Cornwall 

with her aunt.  
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MRS KNOX. [reproachfully] Jo! [She takes her handkerchief from the 

writing-table and cries a little.]  

KNOX. Well, I got to tell lies, ain’t I? You won’t. Somebody’s got to 

tell em.  

MRS KNOX. [putting away her handkerchief] It only ends in our not 

knowing what to believe. Mrs Gilbey told me Bobby was in Brighton 

for the sea air. There’s something queer about that. Gilbey would never 

let the boy loose by himself among the temptations of a gay place like 

Brighton without his tutor; and I saw the tutor in Kensington High 

Street the very day she told me.  

KNOX. If the Gilbeys have found out, it’s all over between Bobby and 

Margaret, and all over between us and them.  

MRS KNOX. It’s all over between us and everybody. When a girl runs 

away from home like that, people know what to think of her and her 

parents.  

KNOX. She had a happy, respectable home – everything –  

MRS KNOX. [interrupting him] There’s no use going over it all again, 

Jo. If a girl hasn’t happiness in herself, she won’t be happy anywhere. 

You’d better go back to the shop and try to keep your mind off it.  

KNOX. [rising restlessly] I can’t. I keep fancying everybody knows it 

and is sniggering about it. I’m at peace nowhere but here. It’s a comfort 

to be with you. It’s a torment to be with other people.  

MRS KNOX. [going to him and drawing her arm through his] There, 

Jo, there! I’m sure I’d have you here always if I could. But it can’t be. 

God’s work must go on from day to day, no matter what comes. We 

must face our trouble and bear it.  
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KNOX. [wandering to the window arm in arm with her] Just look at the 

people in the street, going up and down as if nothing had happened. It 

seems unnatural, as if they all knew and didn’t care.  

MRS KNOX. If they knew, Jo, there’d be a crowd round the house 

looking up at us. You shouldn’t keep thinking about it.  

KNOX. I know I shouldn’t. You have your religion, Amelia; and I’m 

sure I’m glad it comforts you. But it doesn’t come to me that way. I’ve 

worked hard to get a position and be respectable. I’ve turned many a 

girl out of the shop for being half an hour late at night; and here’s my 

own daughter gone for a fortnight without word or sign, except a 

telegram to say she’s not dead and that we’re not to worry about her.  

MRS KNOX. [suddenly pointing to the street] Jo, look!  

KNOX. Margaret! With a man!  

MRS KNOX. Run down, Jo, quick. Catch her: save her.  

KNOX. [lingering] She’s shaking bands with him: she’s coming across 

to the door.  

MRS KNOX. [energetically] Do as I tell you. Catch the man before 

he’s out of sight.  

Knox rushes from the room. Mrs Knox looks anxiously and excitedly 

from the window. Then she throws up the sash and leans out. Margaret 

Knox comes in, flustered and annoyed. She is a strong, springy girl of 

eighteen, with large nostrils, an audacious chin, and a gaily resolute 

manner, even peremptory on occasions like the present, when she is 

annoyed.  

MARGARET. Mother. Mother.  
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Mrs Knox draws in her head and confronts her daughter.  

MRS KNOX. [sternly] Well, miss?  

MARGARET. Oh, mother, do go out and stop father making a scene in 

the street. He rushed at him and said “You’re the man who took away 

my daughter” loud enough for all the people to hear. Everybody 

stopped. We shall have a crowd round the house. Do do something to 

stop him.  

Knox returns with a good-looking young marine officer.  

MARGARET. Oh, Monsieur Duvallet, I’m so sorry – so ashamed. 

Mother: this is Monsieur Duvallet, who has been extremely kind to me. 

Monsieur Duvallet: my mother. [Duvallet bows.]  

KNOX. A Frenchman! It only needed this.  

MARGARET. [much annoyed] Father: do please be commonly civil to 

a gentleman who has been of the greatest service to me. What will he 

think of us?  

DUVALLET. [debonair] But it’s very natural. I understand Mr Knox’s 

feelings perfectly. [He speaks English better than Knox, having learnt it 

on both sides of the Atlantic.]  

KNOX. If I’ve made any mistake I’m ready to apologize. But I want to 

know where my daughter has been for the last fortnight.  

DUVALLET. She has been, I assure you, in a particularly safe place.  

KNOX. Will you tell me what place? I can judge for myself how safe it 

was.  
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MARGARET. Holloway Gaol. Was that safe enough?  

KNOX AND MRS KNOX. Holloway Gaol!  

KNOX. You’ve joined the Suffragets!  

MARGARET. No. I wish I had. I could have had the same experience 

in better company. Please sit down, Monsieur Duvallet. [She sits 

between the table and the sofa. Mrs Knox, overwhelmed, sits at the 

other side of the table. Knox remains standing in the middle of the 

room.]  

DUVALLET. [sitting down on the sofa] It was nothing. An adventure. 

Nothing.  

MARGARET. [obdurately] Drunk and assaulting the police! Forty 

shillings or a month!  

MRS KNOX. Margaret! Who accused you of such a thing?  

MARGARET. The policeman I assaulted.  

KNOX. You mean to say that you did it!  

MARGARET. I did. I had that satisfaction at all events. I knocked two 

of his teeth out.  

KNOX. And you sit there coolly and tell me this!  

MARGARET. Well, where do you want me to sit? What’s the use of 

saying things like that?  

KNOX. My daughter in Holloway Gaol!  
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MARGARET. All the women in Holloway are somebody’s daughters. 

Really, father, you must make up your mind to it. If you had sat in that 

cell for fourteen days making up your mind to it, you would understand 

that I’m not in the humor to be gaped at while you’re trying to persuade 

yourself that it can’t be real. These things really do happen to real 

people every day; and you read about them in the papers and think it’s 

all right. Well, they’ve happened to me: that’s all.  

KNOX. [feeble-forcible] But they shouldn’t have happened to you. 

Don’t you know that?  

MARGARET. They shouldn’t happen to anybody, I suppose. But they 

do. [Rising impatiently] And really I’d rather go out and assault another 

policeman and go back to Holloway than keep talking round and round 

it like this. If you’re going to turn me out of the house, turn me out: the 

sooner I go the better.  

DUVALLET. [rising quickly] That is impossible, mademoiselle. Your 

father has his position to consider. To turn his daughter out of doors 

would ruin him socially.  

KNOX. Oh, you’ve put her up to that, have you? And where did you 

come in, may I ask?  

DUVALLET. I came in at your invitation – at your amiable insistence, 

in fact, not at my own. But you need have no anxiety on my account. I 

was concerned in the regrettable incident which led to your daughter’s 

incarceration. I got a fortnight without the option of a fine on the 

ridiculous ground that I ought to have struck the policeman with my 

fist. I should have done so with pleasure had I known; but, as it was, I 

struck him on the ear with my boot – a magnificent moulinet, I must say 

– and was informed that I had been guilty of an act of cowardice, but 

that for the sake of the entente cordiale I should be dealt with leniently. 

Yet Miss Knox, who used her fist, got a month, but with the option of a 
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fine. I did not know this until I was released, when my first act was to 

pay the fine. And here we are.  

MRS KNOX. You ought to pay the gentleman the fine, Jo.  

KNOX. [reddening] Oh, certainly. [He takes out some money.]  

DUVALLET. Oh please! it does not matter. [Knox hands him two 

sovereigns.] If you insist – [he pockets them] Thank you.  

MARGARET. I’m ever so much obliged to you, Monsieur Duvallet.  

DUVALLET. Can I be of any further assistance, mademoiselle?  

MARGARET. I think you had better leave us to fight it out, if you don’t 

mind.  

DUVALLET. Perfectly. Madame [bow] – Mademoiselle [bow] – 

Monsieur [bow] – [He goes out.]  

MRS KNOX. Don’t ring, Jo. See the gentleman out yourself.  

Knox hastily sees Duvallet out. Mother and daughter sit looking 

forlornly at one another without saying a word. Mrs Knox slowly sits 

down. Margaret follows her example. They look at one another again. 

Mr Knox returns.  

KNOX. [shortly and sternly] Amelia: this is your job. [To Margaret] I 

leave you to your mother. I shall have my own say in the matter when I 

hear what you have to say to her. [He goes out, solemn and offended.]  

MARGARET. [with a bitter little laugh] Just what the Suffraget said to 

me in Holloway. He throws the job on you.  
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MRS KNOX. [reproachfully] Margaret!  

MARGARET. You know it’s true.  

MRS KNOX. Margaret: if you’re going to be hardened about it, there’s 

no use my saying anything.  

MARGARET. I’m not hardened, mother. But I can’t talk nonsense 

about it. You see, it’s all real to me. I’ve suffered it. I’ve been shoved 

and bullied. I’ve had my arms twisted. I’ve been made scream with pain 

in other ways. I’ve been flung into a filthy cell with a lot of other poor 

wretches as if I were a sack of coals being emptied into a cellar. And 

the only difference between me and the others was that I hit back. Yes I 

did. And I did worse. I wasn’t ladylike. I cursed. I called names. I heard 

words that I didn’t even know that I knew, coming out of my mouth just 

as if somebody else had spoken them. The policeman repeated them in 

court. The magistrate said he could hardly believe it. The policeman 

held out his hand with his two teeth in it that I knocked out. I said it was 

all right; that I had heard myself using those words quite distinctly; and 

that I had taken the good conduct prize for three years running at 

school. The poor old gentleman put me back for the missionary to find 

out who I was, and to ascertain the state of my mind. I wouldn’t tell, of 

course, for your sakes at home here; and I wouldn’t say I was sorry, or 

apologize to the policeman, or compensate him or anything of that sort. 

I wasn’t sorry. The one thing that gave me any satisfaction was getting 

in that smack on his mouth; and I said so. So the missionary reported 

that I seemed hardened and that no doubt I would tell who I was after a 

day in prison. Then I was sentenced. So now you see I’m not a bit the 

sort of girl you thought me. I’m not a bit the sort of girl I thought 

myself. And I don’t know what sort of person you really are, or what 

sort of person father really is. I wonder what he would say or do if he 

had an angry brute of a policeman twisting his arm with one hand and 

rushing him along by the nape of his neck with the other. He couldn’t 

whirl his leg like a windmill and knock a policeman down by a glorious 
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kick on the helmet. Oh, if they’d all fought as we two fought we’d have 

beaten them.  

MRS KNOX. But how did it all begin?  

MARGARET. Oh, I don’t know. It was boat-race night, they said.  

MRS KNOX. Boat-race night! But what had you to do with the boat 

race? You went to the great Salvation Festival at the Albert Hall with 

your aunt. She put you into the bus that passes the door. What made you 

get out of the bus?  

MARGARET. I don’t know. The meeting got on my nerves, somehow. 

It was the singing, I suppose: you know I love singing a good swinging 

hymn; and I felt it was ridiculous to go home in the bus after we had 

been singing so wonderfully about climbing up the golden stairs to 

heaven. I wanted more music – more happiness – more life. I wanted 

some comrade who felt as I did. I felt exalted: it seemed mean to be 

afraid of anything: after all, what could anyone do to me against my 

will? I suppose I was a little mad: at all events, I got out of the bus at 

Piccadilly Circus, because there was a lot of light and excitement there. 

I walked to Leicester Square; and went into a great theatre.  

MRS KNOX. [horrified] A theatre!  

MARGARET. Yes. Lots of other women were going in alone. I had to 

pay five shillings.  

MRS KNOX. [aghast] Five shillings!  

MARGARET. [apologetically] It was a lot. It was very stuffy; and I 

didn’t like the people much, because they didn’t seem to be enjoying 

themselves; but the stage was splendid and the music lovely. I saw that 

Frenchman, Monsieur Duvallet, standing against a barrier, smoking a 
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cigarette. He seemed quite happy; and he was nice and sailorlike. I went 

and stood beside him, hoping he would speak to me.  

MRS KNOX. [gasps] Margaret!  

MARGARET. [continuing] He did, just as if he had known me for 

years. We got on together like old friends. He asked me would I have 

some champagne; and I said it would cost too much, but that I would 

give anything for a dance. I longed to join the people on the stage and 

dance with them: one of them was the most beautiful dancer I ever saw. 

He told me he had come there to see her, and that when it was over we 

could go somewhere where there was dancing. So we went to a place 

where there was a band in a gallery and the floor cleared for dancing. 

Very few people danced: the women only wanted to shew off their 

dresses; but we danced and danced until a lot of them joined in. We got 

quite reckless; and we had champagne after all. I never enjoyed 

anything so much. But at last it got spoilt by the Oxford and Cambridge 

students up for the boat race. They got drunk; and they began to smash 

things; and the police came in. Then it was quite horrible. The students 

fought with the police; and the police suddenly got quite brutal, and 

began to throw everybody downstairs. They attacked the women, who 

were not doing anything, and treated them just as roughly as they had 

treated the students. Duvallet got indignant and remonstrated with a 

policeman, who was shoving a woman though she was going quietly as 

fast as she could. The policeman flung the woman through the door and 

then turned on Duvallet. It was then that Duvallet swung his leg like a 

windmill and knocked the policeman down. And then three policemen 

rushed at him and carried him out by the arms and legs face 

downwards. Two more attacked me and gave me a shove to the door. 

That quite maddened me. I just got in one good bang on the mouth of 

one of them. All the rest was dreadful. I was rushed through the streets 

to the police station. They kicked me with their knees; they twisted my 

arms; they taunted and insulted me; they called me vile names; and I 

told them what I thought of them, and provoked them to do their worst. 
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There’s one good thing about being hard hurt: it makes you sleep. I 

slept in that filthy cell with all the other drunks sounder than I should 

have slept at home. I can’t describe how I felt next morning: it was 

hideous; but the police were quite jolly; and everybody said it was a bit 

of English fun, and talked about last year’s boat-race night when it had 

been a great deal worse. I was black and blue and sick and wretched. 

But the strange thing was that I wasn’t sorry; and I’m not sorry. And I 

don’t feel that I did anything wrong, really. [She rises and stretches her 

arms with a large liberating breath] Now that it’s all over I’m rather 

proud of it; though I know now that I’m not a lady; but whether that’s 

because we’re only shopkeepers, or because nobody’s really a lady 

except when theyre treated like ladies, I don’t know. [She throws 

herself into a corner of the sofa.]  

MRS KNOX. [lost in wonder] But how could you bring yourself to do 

it, Margaret? I’m not blaming you: I only want to know. How could you 

bring yourself to do it?  

MARGARET. I can’t tell you. I don’t understand it myself. The prayer 

meeting set me free, somehow. I should never have done it if it were not 

for the prayer meeting.  

MRS KNOX. [deeply horrified] Oh, don’t say such a thing as that. I 

know that prayer can set us free; though you could never understand me 

when I told you so; but it sets us free for good, not for evil.  

MARGARET. Then I suppose what I did was not evil; or else I was set 

free for evil as well as good. As father says, you can’t have anything 

both ways at once. When I was at home and at school I was what you 

call good; but I wasn’t free. And when I got free I was what most 

people would call not good. But I see no harm in what I did; though I 

see plenty in what other people did to me.  

MRS KNOX. I hope you don’t think yourself a heroine of romance.  
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MARGARET. Oh no. [She sits down again at the table.] I’m a heroine 

of reality, if you can call me a heroine at all. And reality is pretty brutal, 

pretty filthy, when you come to grips with it. Yet it’s glorious all the 

same. It’s so real and satisfactory.  

MRS KNOX. I don’t like this spirit in you, Margaret. I don’t like your 

talking to me in that tone.  

MARGARET. It’s no use, mother. I don’t care for you and Papa any the 

less; but I shall never get back to the old way of talking again. I’ve 

made a sort of descent into hell –  

MRS KNOX. Margaret! Such a word!  

MARGARET. You should have heard all the words that were flying 

round that night. You should mix a little with people who don’t know 

any other words. But when I said that about a descent into hell I was not 

swearing. I was in earnest, like a preacher.  

MRS KNOX. A preacher utters them in a reverent tone of voice.  

MARGARET. I know: the tone that shews they don’t mean anything 

real to him. They usen’t to mean anything real to me. Now hell is as 

real to me as a turnip; and I suppose I shall always speak of it like that. 

Anyhow, I’ve been there; and it seems to me now that nothing is worth 

doing but redeeming people from it.  

MRS KNOX. They are redeemed already if they choose to believe it.  

MARGARET. What’s the use of that if they don’t choose to believe it? 

You don’t believe it yourself, or you wouldn’t pay policemen to twist 

their arms. What’s the good of pretending? That’s all our respectability 

is, pretending, pretending, pretending. Thank heaven I’ve had it 

knocked out of me once for all!  
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MRS KNOX. [greatly agitated] Margaret: don’t talk like that. I can’t 

bear to hear you talking wickedly. I can bear to hear the children of this 

world talking vainly and foolishly in the language of this world. But 

when I hear you justifying your wickedness in the words of grace, it’s 

too horrible: it sounds like the devil making fun of religion. I’ve tried to 

bring you up to learn the happiness of religion. I’ve waited for you to 

find out that happiness is within ourselves and doesn’t come from 

outward pleasures. I’ve prayed oftener than you think that you might be 

enlightened. But if all my hopes and all my prayers are to come to this, 

that you mix up my very words and thoughts with the promptings of the 

devil, then I don’t know what I shall do: I don’t indeed: it’ll kill me.  

MARGARET. You shouldn’t have prayed for me to be enlightened if 

you didn’t want me to be enlightened. If the truth were known, I suspect 

we all want our prayers to be answered only by halves: the agreeable 

halves. Your prayer didn’t get answered by halves, mother. You’ve got 

more than you bargained for in the way of enlightenment. I shall never 

be the same again. I shall never speak in the old way again. I’ve been 

set free from this silly little hole of a house and all its pretences. I know 

now that I am stronger than you and Papa. I havn’t found that happiness 

of yours that is within yourself; but I’ve found strength. For good or 

evil I am set free; and none of the things that used to hold me can hold 

me now.  

Knox comes back, unable to bear his suspense.  

KNOX. How long more are you going to keep me waiting, Amelia? Do 

you think I’m made of iron? Whats the girl done? What are we going to 

do?  

MRS KNOX. She’s beyond my control, Jo, and beyond yours. I can’t 

even pray for her now; for I don’t know rightly what to pray for.  
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KNOX. Don’t talk nonsense, woman: is this a time for praying? Does 

anybody know? That’s what we have to consider now. If only we can 

keep it dark, I don’t care for anything else.  

MARGARET. Don’t hope for that, father. Mind: I’ll tell everybody. It 

ought to be told. It must be told.  

KNOX. Hold your tongue, you young hussy; or go out of my house this 

instant.  

MARGARET. I’m quite ready. [She takes her hat and turns to the 

door.]  

KNOX. [throwing himself in front of it] Here! where are you going?  

MRS KNOX. [rising] You mustn’t turn her out, Jo! I’ll go with her if 

she goes.  

KNOX. Who wants to turn her out? But is she going to ruin us? To let 

everybody know of her disgrace and shame? To tear me down from the 

position I’ve made for myself and you by forty years hard struggling?  

MARGARET. Yes: I’m going to tear it all down. It stands between us 

and everything. I’ll tell everybody.  

KNOX. Magsy, my child: don’t bring down your father’s hairs with 

sorrow to the grave. There’s only one thing I care about in the world: to 

keep this dark. I’m your father. I ask you here on my knees – in the 

dust, so to speak – not to let it out.  

MARGARET. I’ll tell everybody.  

Knox collapses in despair. Mrs Knox tries to pray and cannot. 

Margaret stands inflexible.  
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ACT III  

Again in the Gilbeys’ dining-room. Afternoon. The table is not laid: it is 

draped in its ordinary cloth, with pen and ink, an exercise-book, and 

school-books on it. Bobby Gilbey is in the arm-chair, crouching over 

the fire, reading an illustrated paper. He is a pretty youth, of very 

suburban gentility, strong and manly enough by nature, but untrained 

and unsatisfactory, his parents having imagined that domestic 

restriction is what they call “bringing up.” He has learnt nothing from 

it except a habit of evading it by deceit.  

He gets up to ring the bell; then resumes his crouch. Juggins answers 

the bell.  

BOBBY. Juggins.  

JUGGINS. Sir?  

BOBBY. [morosely sarcastic] Sir be blowed!  

JUGGINS. [cheerfully] Not at all, sir.  

BOBBY. I’m a gaol-bird: you’re a respectable man.  

JUGGINS. That doesn’t matter, sir. Your father pays me to call you sir; 

and as I take the money, I keep my part of the bargain.  

BOBBY. Would you call me sir if you wern’t paid to do it?  

JUGGINS. No, sir.  
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BOBBY. I’ve been talking to Dora about you.  

JUGGINS. Indeed, sir?  

BOBBY. Yes. Dora says your name can’t be Juggins, and that you have 

the manners of a gentleman. I always thought you hadn’t any manners. 

Anyhow, your manners are different from the manners of a gentleman 

in my set.  

JUGGINS. They would be, sir.  

BOBBY. You don’t feel disposed to be communicative on the subject 

of Dora’s notion, I suppose.  

JUGGINS. No, sir.  

BOBBY. [throwing his paper on the floor and lifting his knees over the 

arm of the chair so as to turn towards the footman] It was part of your 

bargain that you were to valet me a bit, wasn’t it?  

JUGGINS. Yes, sir.  

BOBBY. Well, can you tell me the proper way to get out of an 

engagement to a girl without getting into a row for breach of promise or 

behaving like a regular cad?  

JUGGINS. No, sir. You can’t get out of an engagement without 

behaving like a cad if the lady wishes to hold you to it.  

BOBBY. But it wouldn’t be for her happiness to marry me when I don’t 

really care for her.  

JUGGINS. Women don’t always marry for happiness, sir. They often 

marry because they wish to be married women and not old maids.  
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BOBBY. Then what am I to do?  

JUGGINS. Marry her, sir, or behave like a cad.  

BOBBY. [jumping up] Well, I won’t marry her: that’s flat. What would 

you do if you were in my place?  

JUGGINS. I should tell the young lady that I found I couldn’t fulfil my 

engagement.  

BOBBY. But you’d have to make some excuse, you know. I want to 

give it a gentlemanly turn: to say I’m not worthy of her, or something 

like that.  

JUGGINS. That is not a gentlemanly turn, sir. Quite the contrary.  

BOBBY. I don’t see that at all. Do you mean that it’s not exactly true?  

JUGGINS. Not at all, sir.  

BOBBY. I can say that no other girl can ever be to me what she’s been. 

That would be quite true, because our circumstances have been rather 

exceptional; and she’ll imagine I mean I’m fonder of her than I can ever 

be of anyone else. You see, Juggins, a gentleman has to think of a girl’s 

feelings.  

JUGGINS. If you wish to spare her feelings, sir, you can marry her. If 

you hurt her feelings by refusing, you had better not try to get credit for 

considerateness at the same time by pretending to spare them. She 

won’t like it. And it will start an argument, of which you will get the 

worse.  

BOBBY. But, you know, I’m not really worthy of her.  
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JUGGINS. Probably she never supposed you were, sir.  

BOBBY. Oh, I say, Juggins, you are a pessimist.  

JUGGINS. [preparing to go] Anything else, sir?  

BOBBY. [querulously] You havn’t been much use. [He wanders 

disconsolately across the room.] You generally put me up to the correct 

way of doing things.  

JUGGINS. I assure you, sir, there’s no correct way of jilting. It’s not 

correct in itself.  

BOBBY. [hopefully] I’ll tell you what. I’ll say I can’t hold her to an 

engagement with a man who’s been in quod. That’ll do it. [He seats 

himself on the table, relieved and confident.]  

JUGGINS. Very dangerous, sir. No woman will deny herself the 

romantic luxury of self-sacrifice and forgiveness when they take the 

form of doing something agreeable. She’s almost sure to say that your 

misfortune will draw her closer to you.  

BOBBY. What a nuisance! I don’t know what to do. You know, 

Juggins, your cool simple-minded way of doing it wouldn’t go down in 

Denmark Hill.  

JUGGINS. I daresay not, sir. No doubt you’d prefer to make it look like 

an act of self-sacrifice for her sake on your part, or provoke her to break 

the engagement herself. Both plans have been tried repeatedly, but 

never with success, as far as my knowledge goes.  

BOBBY. You have a devilish cool way of laying down the law. You 

know, in my class you have to wrap up things a bit. Denmark Hill isn’t 

Camberwell, you know.  
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JUGGINS. I have noticed, sir, that Denmark Hill thinks that the higher 

you go in the social scale, the less sincerity is allowed; and that only 

tramps and riff-raff are quite sincere. That’s a mistake. Tramps are often 

shameless; but they’re never sincere. Swells – if I may use that 

convenient name for the upper classes – play much more with their 

cards on the table. If you tell the young lady that you want to jilt her, 

and she calls you a pig, the tone of the transaction may leave much to 

be desired; but it’ll be less Camberwellian than if you say you’re not 

worthy.  

BOBBY. Oh, I can’t make you understand, Juggins. The girl isn’t a 

scullery-maid. I want to do it delicately.  

JUGGINS. A mistake, sir, believe me, if you are not a born artist in that 

line. – Beg pardon, sir, I think I heard the bell. [He goes out.]  

Bobby, much perplexed, shoves his hands into his pockets, and comes 

off the table, staring disconsolately straight before him; then goes 

reluctantly to his books, and sits down to write. Juggins returns.  

JUGGINS. [announcing] Miss Knox.  

Margaret comes in. Juggins withdraws.  

MARGARET. Still grinding away for that Society of Arts examination, 

Bobby? You’ll never pass.  

BOBBY. [rising] No: I was just writing to you.  

MARGARET. What about?  

BOBBY. Oh, nothing. At least – How are you?  
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MARGARET. [passing round the other end of the table and putting 

down on it a copy of Lloyd’s Weekly and her purse-bag] Quite well, 

thank you. How did you enjoy Brighton?  

BOBBY. Brighton! I wasn’t at – Oh yes, of course. Oh, pretty well. Is 

your aunt all right?  

MARGARET. My aunt! I suppose so. I haven’t seen her for a month.  

BOBBY. I thought you were down staying with her.  

MARGARET. Oh! was that what they told you?  

BOBBY. Yes. Why? Weren’t you really?  

MARGARET. No. I’ve something to tell you. Sit down and let’s be 

comfortable.  

She sits on the edge of the table. He sits beside her, and puts his arm 

wearily round her waist.  

MARGARET. You needn’t do that if you don’t like, Bobby. Suppose 

we get off duty for the day, just to see what it’s like.  

BOBBY. Off duty? What do you mean?  

MARGARET. You know very well what I mean. Bobby: did you ever 

care one little scrap for me in that sort of way? Don’t funk answering: I 

don’t care a bit for you – that way.  

BOBBY. [removing his arm rather huffily] I beg your pardon, I’m sure. 

I thought you did.  
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MARGARET. Well, did you? Come! Don’t be mean. I’ve owned up. 

You can put it all on me if you like; but I don’t believe you care any 

more than I do.  

BOBBY. You mean we’ve been shoved into it rather by the pars and 

mars.  

MARGARET. Yes.  

BOBBY. Well, it’s not that I don’t care for you: in fact, no girl can ever 

be to me exactly what you are; but we’ve been brought up so much 

together that it feels more like brother and sister than – well, than the 

other thing, doesn’t it?  

MARGARET. Just so. How did you find out the difference?  

BOBBY. [blushing] Oh, I say!  

MARGARET. I found out from a Frenchman.  

BOBBY. Oh, I say! [He comes off the table in his consternation.]  

MARGARET. Did you learn it from a Frenchwoman? You know you 

must have learnt it from somebody.  

BOBBY. Not a Frenchwoman. She’s quite a nice woman. But she’s 

been rather unfortunate. The daughter of a clergyman.  

MARGARET. [startled] Oh, Bobby! That sort of woman!  

BOBBY. What sort of woman?  

MARGARET. You don’t believe she’s really a clergyman’s daughter, 

do you, you silly boy? It’s a stock joke.  
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BOBBY. Do you mean to say you don’t believe me?  

MARGARET. No: I mean to say I don’t believe her.  

BOBBY. [curious and interested, resuming his seat on the table beside 

her] What do you know about her? What do you know about all this 

sort of thing?  

MARGARET. What sort of thing, Bobby?  

BOBBY. Well, about life.  

MARGARET. I’ve lived a lot since I saw you last. I wasn’t at my 

aunt’s. All that time that you were in Brighton, I mean.  

BOBBY. I wasn’t at Brighton, Meg. I’d better tell you: you’re bound to 

find out sooner or later. [He begins his confession humbly, avoiding her 

gaze.] Meg: it’s rather awful: you’ll think me no end of a beast. I’ve 

been in prison.  

MARGARET. You!  

BOBBY. Yes, me. For being drunk and assaulting the police.  

MARGARET. Do you mean to say that you – oh! this is a let-down for 

me. [She comes off the table and drops, disconsolate, into a chair at the 

end of it furthest from the hearth.]  

BOBBY. Of course I couldn’t hold you to our engagement after that. I 

was writing to you to break it off. [He also descends from the table and 

makes slowly for the hearth.] You must think me an utter rotter.  

MARGARET. Oh, has everybody been in prison for being drunk and 

assaulting the police? How long were you in?  
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BOBBY. A fortnight.  

MARGARET. That’s what I was in for.  

BOBBY. What are you talking about? In where?  

MARGARET. In quod.  

BOBBY. But I’m serious: I’m not rotting. Really and truly –  

MARGARET. What did you do to the copper?  

BOBBY. Nothing, absolutely nothing. He exaggerated grossly. I only 

laughed at him.  

MARGARET. [jumping up, triumphant] I’ve beaten you hollow. I 

knocked out two of his teeth. I’ve got one of them. He sold it to me for 

ten shillings.  

BOBBY. Now please do stop fooling, Meg. I tell you I’m not rotting. 

[He sits down in the armchair, rather sulkily.]  

MARGARET. [taking up the copy of Lloyd’s Weekly and going to him] 

And I tell you I’m not either. Look! Here’s a report of it. The daily 

papers are no good; but the Sunday papers are splendid. [She sits on the 

arm of the chair.] See! [Reading:] “Hardened at Eighteen. A quietly 

dressed, respectable-looking girl who refuses her name” – that’s me.  

BOBBY. [pausing a moment in his perusal] Do you mean to say that 

you went on the loose out of pure devilment?  

MARGARET. I did no harm. I went to see a lovely dance. I picked up a 

nice man and went to have a dance myself. I can’t imagine anything 

more innocent and more happy. All the bad part was done by other 
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people: they did it out of pure devilment if you like. Anyhow, here we 

are, two gaolbirds, Bobby, disgraced forever. Isn’t it a relief?  

BOBBY. [rising stiffly] But you know, it’s not the same for a girl. A 

man may do things a woman mayn’t. [He stands on the hearthrug with 

his back to the fire.]  

MARGARET. Are you scandalized, Bobby?  

BOBBY. Well, you can’t expect me to approve of it, can you, Meg? I 

never thought you were that sort of girl.  

MARGARET. [rising indignantly] I’m not. You mustn’t pretend to 

think that I’m a clergyman’s daughter, Bobby.  

BOBBY. I wish you wouldn’t chaff about that. Don’t forget the row 

you got into for letting out that you admired Juggins [she turns her back 

on him quickly] – a footman! And what about the Frenchman?  

MARGARET. [facing him again] I know nothing about the Frenchman 

except that he’s a very nice fellow and can swing his leg round like the 

hand of a clock and knock a policeman down with it. He was in 

Wormwood Scrubbs with you. I was in Holloway.  

BOBBY. It’s all very well to make light of it, Meg; but this is a bit 

thick, you know.  

MARGARET. Do you feel you couldn’t marry a woman who’s been in 

prison?  

BOBBY. [hastily] No. I never said that. It might even give a woman a 

greater claim on a man. Any girl, if she were thoughtless and a bit on, 

perhaps, might get into a scrape. Anyone who really understood her 
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character could see there was no harm in it. But you’re not the larky 

sort. At least you usen’t to be.  

MARGARET. I’m not; and I never will be. [She walks straight up to 

him.] I didn’t do it for a lark, Bob: I did it out of the very depths of my 

nature. I did it because I’m that sort of person. I did it in one of my 

religious fits. I’m hardened at eighteen, as they say. So what about the 

match, now?  

BOBBY. Well, I don’t think you can fairly hold me to it, Meg. Of 

course it would be ridiculous for me to set up to be shocked, or 

anything of that sort. I can’t afford to throw stones at anybody; and I 

don’t pretend to. I can understand a lark; I can forgive a slip; as long as 

it is understood that it is only a lark or a slip. But to go on the loose on 

principle; to talk about religion in connection with it; to – to – well, 

Meg, I do find that a bit thick, I must say. I hope you’re not in earnest 

when you talk that way.  

MARGARET. Bobby: you’re no good. No good to me, anyhow.  

BOBBY. [huffed] I’m sorry, Miss Knox.  

MARGARET. Goodbye, Mr Gilbey. [She turns on her heel and goes to 

the other end of the table.] I suppose you won’t introduce me to the 

clergyman’s daughter.  

BOBBY. I don’t think she’d like it. There are limits, after all. [He sits 

down at the table, as if to to resume work at his books: a hint to her to 

go.]  

MARGARET. [on her way to the door] Ring the bell, Bobby; and tell 

Juggins to shew me out.  

BOBBY. [reddening] I’m not a cad, Meg.  
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MARGARET. [coming to the table] Then do something nice to prevent 

us feeling mean about this afterwards. You’d better kiss me. You 

needn’t ever do it again.  

BOBBY. If I’m no good, I don’t see what fun it would be for you.  

MARGARET. Oh, it’d be no fun. If I wanted what you call fun, I 

should ask the Frenchman to kiss me – or Juggins.  

BOBBY. [rising and retreating to the hearth] Oh, don’t be disgusting, 

Meg. Don’t be low.  

MARGARET. [determinedly, preparing to use force] Now, I’ll make 

you kiss me, just to punish you. [She seizes his wrist; pulls him off his 

balance; and gets her arm round his neck.]  

BOBBY. No. Stop. Leave go, will you.  

Juggins appears at the door.  

JUGGINS. Miss Delaney, Sir. [Dora comes in. Juggins goes out. 

Margaret hastily releases Bobby, and goes to the other side of the 

room.]  

DORA. [through the door, to the departing Juggins] Well, you a r e  a 

Juggins to shew me up when there’s company. [To Margaret and 

Bobby] It’s all right, dear: all right, old man: I’ll wait in Juggins’s 

pantry til you’re disengaged.  

MARGARET. Don’t you know me?  

DORA. [coming to the middle of the room and looking at her very 

attentively] Why, it’s never No. 406!  
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MARGARET. Yes it is.  

DORA. Well, I should never have known you out of the uniform. How 

did you get out? You were doing a month, wern’t you?  

MARGARET. My bloke paid the fine the day he got out himself.  

DORA. A real gentleman! [Pointing to Bobby, who is staring open-

mouthed] Look at him. He can’t take it in.  

BOBBY. I suppose you made her acquaintance in prison, Meg. But 

when it comes to talking about blokes and all that – well!  

MARGARET. Oh, I’ve learnt the language; and I like it. It’s another 

barrier broken down.  

BOBBY. It’s not so much the language, Meg. But I think [he looks at 

Dora and stops].  

MARGARET. [suddenly dangerous] W h at  do you think, Bobby?  

DORA. He thinks you oughtn’t to be so free with me, dearie. It does 

him credit: he always was a gentleman, you know.  

MARGARET. Does him credit! To insult you like that! Bobby: say that 

that wasn’t what you meant.  

BOBBY. I didn’t say it was.  

MARGARET. Well, deny that it was.  

BOBBY. No. I wouldn’t have said it in front of Dora; but I do think it’s 

not quite the same thing my knowing her and you knowing her.  
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DORA. Of course it isn’t, old man. [To Margaret] I’ll just trot off and 

come back in half an hour. You two can make it up together. I’m really 

not fit company for you, dearie: I couldn’t live up to you. [She turns to 

go.]  

MARGARET. Stop. Do you believe he could live up to me?  

DORA. Well, I’ll never say anything to stand between a girl and a 

respectable marriage, or to stop a decent lad from settling himself. I 

have a conscience; though I mayn’t be as particular as some.  

MARGARET. You seem to me to be a very decent sort; and Bobby’s 

behaving like a skunk.  

BOBBY. [much ruffled] Nice language that!  

DORA. Well, dearie, men have to do some awfully mean things to keep 

up their respectability. But you can’t blame them for that, can you? I’ve 

met Bobby walking with his mother; and of course he cut me dead. I 

won’t pretend I liked it; but what could he do, poor dear?  

MARGARET. And now he wants me to cut you dead to keep him in 

countenance. Well, I shan’t: not if my whole family were there. But I’ll 

cut him dead if he doesn’t treat you properly. [To Bobby, with a 

threatening move in his direction] I’ll educate you, you young beast.  

BOBBY. [furious, meeting her half-way] Who are you calling a young 

beast?  

MARGARET. You.  

DORA. [peacemaking] Now, dearies!  
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BOBBY. If you don’t take care, you’ll get your fat head jolly well 

clouted.  

MARGARET. If you don’t take care, the policeman’s tooth will only be 

the beginning of a collection.  

DORA. Now, loveys, be good.  

Bobby, lost to all sense of adult dignity, puts out his tongue at 

Margaret. Margaret, equally furious, catches his protended 

countenance a box on the cheek. He hurls himself her. They wrestle.  

BOBBY. Cat! I’ll teach you.  

MARGARET. Pig! Beast! [She forces him backwards on the table.] 

Now where are you?  

DORA. [calling] Juggins, Juggins. They’ll murder one another.  

JUGGINS. [throwing open the door, and announcing] Monsieur 

Duvallet.  

Duvallet enters. Sudden cessation of hostilities, and dead silence. The 

combatants separate by the whole width of the room. Juggins 

withdraws.  

DUVALLET. I fear I derange you.  

MARGARET. Not at all. Bobby: you really are a beast: Monsieur 

Duvallet will think I’m always fighting.  

DUVALLET. Practising jujitsu or the new Iceland wrestling. 

Admirable, Miss Knox. The athletic young Englishwoman is an 
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example to all Europe. [Indicating Bobby] Your instructor, no doubt. 

Monsieur – [he bows].  

BOBBY. [bowing awkwardly] How d’y’ do?  

MARGARET. [to Bobby] I’m so sorry, Bobby: I asked Monsieur 

Duvallet to call for me here; and I forgot to tell you. [Introducing] 

Monsieur Duvallet: Miss Four hundred and seven. Mr Bobby Gilbey. 

[Duvallet bows.] I really don’t know how to explain our relationships. 

Bobby and I are like brother and sister.  

DUVALLET. Perfectly. I noticed it.  

MARGARET. Bobby and Miss – Miss –  

DORA. Delaney, dear. [To Duvallet, bewitchingly] Darling Dora, to 

real friends.  

MARGARET. Bobby and Dora are – are – well, not brother and sister.  

DUVALLET. [with redoubled comprehension] Perfectly.  

MARGARET. Bobby has spent the last fortnight in prison. You don’t 

mind, do you?  

DUVALLET. No, naturally. I have spent the last fortnight in prison.  

The conversation drops. Margaret renews it with an effort.  

MARGARET. Dora has spent the last fortnight in prison.  

DUVALLET. Quite so. I felicitate Mademoiselle on her enlargement.  
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DORA. Trop merci, as they say in Boulogne. No call to be stiff with 

one another, have we?  

Juggins comes in.  

JUGGINS. Beg pardon, sir. Mr and Mrs Gilbey are coming up the 

street.  

DORA. Let me absquatulate [making for the door].  

JUGGINS. If you wish to leave without being seen, you had better step 

into my pantry and leave afterwards.  

DORA. Right oh! [She bursts into song]  

Hide me in the meat safe til the cop goes by.  

Hum the dear old music as his step draws nigh.  

[She goes out on tiptoe.]  

MARGARET. I won’t stay here if she has to hide. I’ll keep her 

company in the pantry. [She follows Dora.]  

BOBBY. Let’s all go. We can’t have any fun with the Mar here. I say, 

Juggins: you can give us tea in the pantry, can’t you?  

JUGGINS. Certainly, sir.  

BOBBY. Right. Say nothing to my mother. You don’t mind, Mr. 

Doovalley, do you?  

DUVALLET. I shall be charmed.  
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BOBBY. Right you are. Come along. [At the door] Oh, by the way, 

Juggins, fetch down that concertina from my room, will you?  

JUGGINS. Yes, sir. [Bobby goes out. Duvallet follows him to the door.] 

You understand, sir, that Miss Knox is a lady absolutely comme il faut?  

DUVALLET. Perfectly. But the other?  

JUGGINS. The other, sir, may be both charitably and accurately 

described in your native idiom as a daughter of joy.  

DUVALLET. It is what I thought. These English domestic interiors are 

very interesting. [He goes out, followed by Juggins.]  

Presently Mr and Mrs Gilbey come in. They take their accustomed 

places: he on the hearthrug, she at the colder end of the table.  

MRS GILBEY. Did you smell scent in the hall, Rob?  

GILBEY. No, I didn’t. And I don’t want to smell it. Don’t you go 

looking for trouble, Maria.  

MRS GILBEY. [snuffing up the perfumed atmosphere] She’s been here. 

[Gilbey rings the bell.] What are you ringing for? Are you going to ask?  

GILBEY. No, I’m not going to ask. Juggins said this morning he 

wanted to speak to me. If he likes to tell me, let him; but I’m not going 

to ask; and don’t you either. [Juggins appears at the door.] You said 

you wanted to say something to me.  

JUGGINS. When it would be convenient to you, sir.  

GILBEY. Well, what is it?  
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MRS GILBEY. Oh, Juggins, we’re expecting Mr and Mrs Knox to tea.  

GILBEY. He knows that. [He sits down. Then, to Juggins] What is it?  

JUGGINS. [advancing to the middle of the table] Would it 

inconvenience you, sir, if I was to give you a month’s notice?  

GILBEY. [taken aback] What! Why? Ain’t you satisfied?  

JUGGINS. Perfectly, sir. It is not that I want to better myself, I assure 

you.  

GILBEY. Well, what do you want to leave for, then? Do you want to 

worse yourself?  

JUGGINS. No, sir. I’ve been well treated in your most comfortable 

establishment; and I should be greatly distressed if you or Mrs Gilbey 

were to interpret my notice as an expression of dissatisfaction.  

GILBEY. [paternally] Now you listen to me, Juggins. I’m an older man 

than you. Don’t you throw out dirty water til you get in fresh. Don’t get 

too big for your boots. You’re like all servants nowadays: you think 

you’ve only to hold up your finger to get the pick of half a dozen jobs. 

But you won’t be treated everywhere as you’re treated here. In bed 

every night before eleven; hardly a ring at the door except on Mrs 

Gilbey’s day once a month; and no other manservant to interfere with 

you. It may be a bit quiet perhaps; but you’re past the age of adventure. 

Take my advice: think over it. You suit me; and I’m prepared to make it 

suit you if youre dissatisfied – in reason, you know.  

JUGGINS. I realize my advantages, sir; but I’ve private reasons –  

GILBEY. [cutting him short angrily and retiring to the hearthrug in 

dudgeon] Oh, I know. Very well: go. The sooner the better.  



 

177 

 

MRS GILBEY. Oh, not until we’re suited. He must stay his month.  

GILBEY. [sarcastic] Do you want to lose him his character, Maria? Do 

you think I don’t see what it is? We’re prison folk now. We’ve been in 

the police court. [To Juggins] Well, I suppose you know your own 

business best. I take your notice: you can go when your month is up, or 

sooner, if you like.  

JUGGINS. Believe me, sir –  

GILBEY. That’s enough: I don’t want any excuses. I don’t blame you. 

You can go downstairs now, if you’ve nothing else to trouble me about.  

JUGGINS. I really can’t leave it at that, sir. I assure you I’ve no 

objection to young Mr Gilbey’s going to prison. You may do six 

months yourself, sir, and welcome, without a word of remonstrance 

from me. I’m leaving solely because my brother, who has suffered a 

bereavement, and feels lonely, begs me to spend a few months with him 

until he gets over it.  

GILBEY. And is he to keep you all that time? or are you to spend your 

savings in comforting him? Have some sense, man: how can you afford 

such things?  

JUGGINS. My brother can afford to keep me, sir. The truth is, he 

objects to my being in service.  

GILBEY. Is that any reason why you should be dependent on him? 

Don’t do it, Juggins: pay your own way like an honest lad; and don’t eat 

your brother’s bread while you’re able to earn your own.  

JUGGINS. There is sound sense in that, sir. But unfortunately it is a 

tradition in my family that the younger brothers should spunge to a 

considerable extent on the eldest.  
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GILBEY. Then the sooner that tradition is broken, the better, my man.  

JUGGINS. A Radical sentiment, sir. But an excellent one.  

GILBEY. Radical! What do you mean? Don’t you begin to take 

liberties, Juggins, now that you know we’re loth to part with you. Your 

brother isn’t a duke, you know.  

JUGGINS. Unfortunately, he is, sir.  

GILBEY.  |   What! 

              | | together 

MRS GILBEY. |   Juggins! 

JUGGINS. Excuse me, sir: the bell. [He goes out.]  

GILBEY. [overwhelmed] Maria: did you understand him to say his 

brother was a duke?  

MRS GILBEY. Fancy his condescending! Perhaps if you’d offer to 

raise his wages and treat him as one of the family, he’d stay.  

GILBEY. And have my own servant above me! Not me. What’s the 

world coming to? Here’s Bobby and –  

JUGGINS. [entering and announcing] Mr and Mrs Knox.  

The Knoxes come in. Juggins takes two chairs from the wall and places 

them at the table, between the host and hostess. Then he withdraws.  

MRS GILBEY. [to Mrs Knox] How are you, dear?  

MRS KNOX. Nicely, thank you. Good evening, Mr Gilbey. [They 

shake hands; and she takes the chair nearest Mrs Gilbey. Mr Knox 

takes the other chair.]  
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GILBEY. [sitting down] I was just saying, Knox, What is the world 

coming to?  

KNOX. [appealing to his wife] What was I saying myself only this 

morning?  

MRS KNOX. This is a strange time. I was never one to talk about the 

end of the world; but look at the things that have happened!  

KNOX. Earthquakes!  

GILBEY. San Francisco!  

MRS GILBEY. Jamaica!  

KNOX. Martinique!  

GILBEY. Messina!  

MRS GILBEY. The plague in China!  

MRS KNOX. The floods in France!  

GILBEY. My Bobby in Wormwood Scrubbs!  

KNOX. Margaret in Holloway!  

GILBEY. And now my footman tells me his brother’s a duke!  

KNOX.  |   No! 

   |  | together 

MRS KNOX.    |   Whats that? 
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GILBEY. Just before he let you in. A duke! Here has everything been 

respectable from the beginning of the world, as you may say, to the 

present day; and all of a sudden everything is turned upside down.  

MRS KNOX. It’s like in the book of Revelations. But I do say that 

unless people have happiness within themselves, all the earthquakes, all 

the floods, and all the prisons in the world can’t make them really 

happy.  

KNOX. It isn’t alone the curious things that are happening, but the 

unnatural way people are taking them. Why, there’s Margaret been in 

prison, and she hasn’t time to go to all the invitations she’s had from 

people that never asked her before.  

GILBEY. I never knew we could live without being respectable.  

MRS GILBEY. Oh, Rob, what a thing to say! Who says we’re not 

respectable?  

GILBEY. Well, it’s not what I call respectable to have your children in 

and out of gaol.  

KNOX. Oh come, Gilbey! we’re not tramps because we’ve had, as it 

were, an accident.  

GILBEY. It’s no use, Knox: look it in the face. Did I ever tell you my 

father drank?  

KNOX. No. But I knew it. Simmons told me.  

GILBEY. Yes: he never could keep his mouth quiet: he told me your 

aunt was a kleptomaniac.  
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MRS KNOX. It wasn’t true, Mr Gilbey. She used to pick up 

handkerchiefs if she saw them lying about; but you might trust her with 

untold silver.  

GILBEY. My Uncle Phil was a teetotaller. My father used to say to me: 

Rob, he says, don’t you ever have a weakness. If you find one getting a 

hold on you, make a merit of it, he says. Your Uncle Phil doesn’t like 

spirits; and he makes a merit of it, and is chairman of the Blue Ribbon 

Committee. I do like spirits; and I make a merit of it, and I’m the King 

Cockatoo of the Convivial Cockatoos. Never put yourself in the wrong, 

he says. I used to boast about what a good boy Bobby was. Now I 

swank about what a dog he is; and it pleases people just as well. What a 

world it is!  

KNOX. It turned my blood cold at first to hear Margaret telling people 

about Holloway; but it goes down better than her singing used to.  

MRS KNOX. I never thought she sang right after all those lessons we 

paid for.  

GILBEY. Lord, Knox, it was lucky you and me got let in together. I tell 

you straight, if it hadn’t been for Bobby’s disgrace, I’d have broke up 

the firm.  

KNOX. I shouldn’t have blamed you: I’d have done the same only for 

Margaret. Too much straightlacedness narrows a man’s mind. Talking 

of that, what about those hygienic corset advertisements that Vines & 

Jackson want us to put in the window? I told Vines they weren’t decent 

and we couldn’t shew them in our shop. I was pretty high with him. But 

what am I to say to him now if he comes and throws this business in our 

teeth?  

GILBEY. Oh, put em in. We may as well go it a bit now.  
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MRS GILBEY. You’ve been going it quite far enough, Rob. [To Mrs 

Knox] He won’t get up in the mornings now: he that was always out of 

bed at seven to the tick!  

MRS KNOX. You hear that, Jo? [To Mrs Gilbey] He’s taken to whisky 

and soda. A pint a week! And the beer the same as before!  

KNOX. Oh, don’t preach, old girl.  

MRS KNOX. [To Mrs Gilbey] That’s a new name he’s got for me. [To 

Knox] I tell you, Jo, this doesn’t sit well on you. You may call it 

preaching if you like; but it’s the truth for all that. I say that if you’ve 

happiness within yourself, you don’t need to seek it outside, spending 

money on drink and theatres and bad company, and being miserable 

after all. You can sit at home and be happy; and you can work and be 

happy. If you have that in you, the spirit will set you free to do what 

you want and guide you to do right. But if you haven’t got it, then 

you’d best be respectable and stick to the ways that are marked out for 

you; for you’ve nothing else to keep you straight.  

KNOX. [angrily] And is a man never to have a bit of fun? See what’s 

come of it with your daughter! She was to be content with your 

happiness that you’re always talking about; and how did the spirit guide 

her? To a month’s hard for being drunk and assaulting the police. Did I 

ever assault the police?  

MRS KNOX. You wouldn’t have the courage. I don’t blame the girl.  

MRS GILBEY. |   Oh, Maria! What are you saying? 

   |   | together 

GILBEY.  |   What! And you so pious! 

MRS KNOX. She went where the spirit guided her. And what harm 

there was in it she knew nothing about.  
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GILBEY. Oh, come, Mrs Knox! Girls are not so innocent as all that.  

MRS KNOX. I don’t say she was ignorant. But I do say that she didn’t 

know what we know: I mean the way certain temptations get a sudden 

hold that no goodness nor self-control is any use against. She was saved 

from that, and had a rough lesson too; and I say it was no earthly 

protection that did that. But don’t think, you two men, that you’ll be 

protected if you make what she did an excuse to go and do as you’d like 

to do if it wasn’t for fear of losing your characters. The spirit won’t 

guide you, because it isn’t in you; and it never has been: not in either of 

you.  

GILBEY. [with ironic humility] I’m sure I’m obliged to you for your 

good opinion, Mrs Knox.  

MRS KNOX. Well, I will say for you, Mr Gilbey, that you’re better 

than my man here. He’s a bitter hard heathen, is my Jo, God help me! 

[She begins to cry quietly.]  

KNOX. Now, don’t take on like that, Amelia. You know I always give 

in to you that you were right about religion. But one of us had to think 

of other things, or we’d have starved, we and the child.  

MRS KNOX. How do you know you’d have starved? All the other 

things might have been added unto you.  

GILBEY. Come, Mrs Knox, don’t tell me Knox is a sinner. I know 

better. I’m sure you’d be the first to be sorry if anything was to happen 

to him.  

KNOX. [bitterly to his wife] You’ve always had some grudge against 

me; and nobody but yourself can understand what it is.  
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MRS KNOX. I wanted a man who had that happiness within himself. 

You made me think you had it; but it was nothing but being in love with 

me.  

MRS GILBEY. And do you blame him for that?  

MRS KNOX. I blame nobody. But let him not think he can walk by his 

own light. I tell him that if he gives up being respectable he’ll go right 

down to the bottom of the hill. He has no powers inside himself to keep 

him steady; so let him cling to the powers outside him. 

KNOX. [rising angrily] Who wants to give up being respectable? All 

this for a pint of whisky that lasted a week! How long would it have 

lasted Simmons, I wonder?  

MRS KNOX. [gently] Oh, well, say no more, Jo. I won’t plague you 

about it. [He sits down.] You never did understand; and you never will. 

Hardly anybody understands: even Margaret didn’t til she went to 

prison. She does now; and I shall have a companion in the house after 

all these lonely years.  

KNOX. [beginning to cry] I did all I could to make you happy. I never 

said a harsh word to you.  

GILBEY. [rising indignantly] What right have you to treat a man like 

that? an honest respectable husband? as if he were dirt under your feet?  

KNOX. Let her alone, Gilbey. [Gilbey sits down, but mutinously.]  

MRS KNOX. Well, you gave me all you could, Jo; and if it wasn’t what 

I wanted, that wasn’t your fault. But I’d rather have you as you were 

than since you took to whisky and soda.  
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KNOX. I don’t want any whisky and soda. I’ll take the pledge if you 

like.  

MRS KNOX. No: you shall have your beer because you like it. The 

whisky was only brag. And if you and me are to remain friends, Mr 

Gilbey, you’ll get up to-morrow morning at seven.  

GILBEY. [defiantly] Damme if I will! There!  

MRS KNOX. [with gentle pity] How do you know, Mr Gilbey, what 

you’ll do to-morrow morning?  

GILBEY. Why shouldn’t I know? Are we children not to be let do what 

we like, and our own sons and daughters kicking their heels all over the 

place? [To Knox] I was never one to interfere between man and wife, 

Knox; but if Maria started ordering me about like that –  

MRS GILBEY. Now don’t be naughty, Rob. You know you mustn’t set 

yourself up against religion?  

GILBEY. Who’s setting himself up against religion?  

MRS KNOX. It doesn’t matter whether you set yourself up against it or 

not, Mr. Gilbey. If it sets itself up against you, you’ll have to go the 

appointed way: it’s no use quarrelling about it with me that am as great 

a sinner as yourself.  

GILBEY. Oh, indeed! And who told you I was a sinner?  

MRS GILBEY. Now, Rob, you know we are all sinners. What else is 

religion?  
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GILBEY. I say nothing against religion. I suppose we’re all sinners, in 

a manner of speaking; but I don’t like to have it thrown at me as if I’d 

really done anything.  

MRS GILBEY. Mrs Knox is speaking for your good, Rob.  

GILBEY. Well, I don’t like to be spoken to for my good. Would 

anybody like it?  

MRS KNOX. Don’t take offence where none is meant, Mr Gilbey. Talk 

about something else. No good ever comes of arguing about such things 

among the like of us.  

KNOX. The like of us! Are you throwing it in our teeth that your 

people were in the wholesale and thought Knox and Gilbey wasn’t good 

enough for you?  

MRS KNOX. No, Jo: you know I’m not. What better were my people 

than yours, for all their pride? But I’ve noticed it all my life: we’re 

ignorant. We don’t really know what’s right and what’s wrong. We’re 

all right as long as things go on the way they always did. We bring our 

children up just as we were brought up; and we go to church or chapel 

just as our parents did; and we say what everybody says; and it goes on 

all right until something out of the way happens: there’s a family 

quarrel, or one of the children goes wrong, or a father takes to drink, or 

an aunt goes mad, or one of us finds ourselves doing something we 

never thought we’d want to do. And then you know what happens: 

complaints and quarrels and huff and offence and bad language and bad 

temper and regular bewilderment as if Satan possessed us all. We find 

out then that with all our respectability and piety, we’ve no real religion 

and no way of telling right from wrong. We’ve nothing but our habits; 

and when they’re upset, where are we? Just like Peter in the storm 

trying to walk on the water and finding he couldn’t.  
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MRS GILBEY. [piously] Aye! He found out, didn’t he?  

GILBEY. [reverently] I never denied that you’ve a great intellect, Mrs 

Knox –  

MRS KNOX. Oh get along with you, Gilbey, if you begin talking about 

my intellect. Give us some tea, Maria. I’ve said my say; and I’m sure I 

beg the company’s pardon for being so long about it, and so 

disagreeable.  

MRS GILBEY. Ring, Rob. [Gilbey rings.] Stop. Juggins will think 

we’re ringing for him.  

GILBEY. [appalled] It’s too late. I rang before I thought of it.  

MRS GILBEY. Step down and apologize, Rob.  

KNOX. Is it him that you said was brother to a –  

Juggins comes in with the tea-tray. All rise. He takes the tray to Mrs. 

Gilbey.  

GILBEY. I didn’t mean to ask you to do this, Mr Juggins. I wasn’t 

thinking when I rang.  

MRS GILBEY. [trying to take the tray from him] Let me, Juggins.  

JUGGINS. Please sit down, madam. Allow me to discharge my duties 

just as usual, sir. I assure you that is the correct thing. [They sit down, ill 

at ease, whilst he places the tray on the table. He then goes out for the 

curate.]  

KNOX. [lowering his voice] Is this all right, Gilbey? Anybody may be 

the son of a duke, you know. Is he legitimate?  
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GILBEY. Good lord! I never thought of that.  

Juggins returns with the cakes. They regard him with suspicion.  

GILBEY. [whispering to Knox] You ask him.  

KNOX. [to Juggins] Just a word with you, my man. Was your mother 

married to your father?  

JUGGINS. I believe so, sir. I can’t say from personal knowledge. It was 

before my time.  

GILBEY. Well, but look here you know – [he hesitates].  

JUGGINS. Yes, sir?  

KNOX. I know what’ll clinch it, Gilbey. You leave it to me. [To 

Juggins] Was your mother the duchess?  

JUGGINS. Yes, sir. Quite correct, sir, I assure you. [To Mrs Gilbey] 

That is the milk, madam. [She has mistaken the jugs.] This is the water.  

They stare at him in pitiable embarrassment.  

MRS KNOX. What did I tell you? Here’s something out of the common 

happening with a servant; and we none of us know how to behave.  

JUGGINS. It’s quite simple, madam. I’m a footman, and should be 

treated as a footman. [He proceeds calmly with his duties, handing 

round cups of tea as Mrs Knox fills them.]  

Shrieks of laughter from below stairs reach the ears of the company.  
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MRS GILBEY. What’s that noise? Is Master Bobby at home? I heard 

his laugh.  

MRS KNOX. I’m sure I heard Margaret’s.  

GILBEY. Not a bit of it. It was that woman.  

JUGGINS. I can explain, sir. I must ask you to excuse the liberty; but 

I’m entertaining a small party to tea in my pantry.  

MRS GILBEY. But you’re not entertaining Master Bobby?  

JUGGINS. Yes, madam.  

GILBEY. Who’s with him?  

JUGGINS. Miss Knox, sir.  

GILBEY. Miss Knox! Are you sure? Is there anyone else?  

JUGGINS. Only a French marine officer, sir, and – er – Miss Delaney. 

[He places Gilbey’s tea on the table before him.] The lady that called 

about Master Bobby, sir.  

KNOX. Do you mean to say they’re having a party all to themselves 

downstairs, and we having a party up here and knowing nothing about 

it?  

JUGGINS. Yes, sir. I have to do a good deal of entertaining in the 

pantry for Master Bobby, sir.  

GILBEY. Well, this is a nice state of things!  

KNOX. What’s the meaning of it? What do they do it for?  
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JUGGINS. To enjoy themselves, sir, I should think.  

MRS GILBEY. Enjoy themselves! Did ever anybody hear of such a 

thing?  

GILBEY. Knox’s daughter shewn into my pantry!  

KNOX. Margaret mixing with a Frenchman and a footman – [Suddenly 

realizing that the footman is offering him cake.] She doesn’t know 

about – about His Grace, you know.  

MRS GILBEY. Perhaps she does. Does she, Mr Juggins?  

JUGGINS. The other lady suspects me, madam. They call me Rudolph, 

or the Long Lost Heir.  

MRS GILBEY. It’s a much nicer name than Juggins. I think I’ll call 

you by it, if you don’t mind.  

JUGGINS. Not at all, madam.  

Roars of merriment from below.  

GILBEY. Go and tell them to stop laughing. What right have they to 

make a noise like that?  

JUGGINS. I asked them not to laugh so loudly, sir. But the French 

gentleman always sets them off again.  

KNOX. Do you mean to tell me that my daughter laughs at a 

Frenchman’s jokes?  

GILBEY. We all know what French jokes are.  
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JUGGINS. Believe me: you do not, sir. The noise this afternoon has all 

been because the Frenchman said that the cat had whooping cough.  

MRS GILBEY. [laughing heartily] Well, I never!  

GILBEY. Don’t be a fool, Maria. Look here, Knox: we can’t let this go 

on. People can’t be allowed to behave like this.  

KNOX. Just what I say.  

A concertina adds its music to the revelry.  

MRS GILBEY. [excited] That’s the squiffer. He’s bought it for her.  

GILBEY. Well, of all the scandalous – [Redoubled laughter from 

below.]  

KNOX. I’ll put a stop to this. [He goes out to the landing and shouts] 

Margaret! [Sudden dead silence.] Margaret, I say!  

MARGARET’S VOICE. Yes, father. Shall we all come up? We’re 

dying to.  

KNOX. Come up and be ashamed of yourselves, behaving like wild 

Indians.  

DORA’S VOICE. [screaming] Oh! oh! oh! Don’t Bobby. Now – oh! 

[In headlong flight she dashes into and right across the room, 

breathless, and slightly abashed by the company.] I beg your pardon, 

Mrs Gilbey, for coming in like that; but whenever I go upstairs in front 

of Bobby, he pretends it’s a cat biting my ankles; and I just must 

scream.  
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Bobby and Margaret enter rather more shyly, but evidently in high 

spirits. Bobby places himself near his father, on the hearthrug, and 

presently slips down into the arm-chair.  

MARGARET. How do you do, Mrs. Gilbey? [She posts herself behind 

her mother.]  

Duvallet comes in behaving himself perfectly. Knox follows.  

MARGARET. Oh – let me introduce. My friend Lieutenant Duvallet. 

Mrs Gilbey. Mr Gilbey. [Duvallet bows and sits down on Mr Knox’s 

left, Juggins placing a chair for him.]  

DORA. Now, Bobby: introduce me: there’s a dear.  

BOBBY. [a little nervous about it; but trying to keep up his spirits] 

Miss Delaney: Mr and Mrs Knox. [Knox, as he resumes his seat, 

acknowledges the introduction suspiciously. Mrs Knox bows gravely, 

looking keenly at Dora and taking her measure without prejudice.]  

DORA. Pleased to meet you. [Juggins places the baby rocking-chair for 

her on Mrs Gilbey’s right, opposite Mrs Knox.] Thank you. [She sits 

and turns to Mrs Gilbey] Bobby’s given me the squiffer. [To the 

company generally] Do you know what they’ve been doing downstairs? 

[She goes off into ecstasies of mirth.] You’d never guess. They’ve been 

trying to teach me table manners. The Lieutenant and Rudolph say I’m 

a regular pig. I’m sure I never knew there was anything wrong with me. 

But live and learn [to Gilbey] eh, old dear?  

JUGGINS. Old dear is not correct, Miss Delaney. [He retires to the end 

of the sideboard nearest the door.]  

DORA. Oh get out! I must call a man something. He doesn’t mind: do 

you, Charlie?  
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MRS GILBEY. His name isn’t Charlie.  

DORA. Excuse me. I call everybody Charlie.  

JUGGINS. You mustn’t.  

DORA. Oh, if I were to mind you, I should have to hold my tongue 

altogether; and then how sorry you’d be! Lord, how I do run on! Don’t 

mind me, Mrs Gilbey.  

KNOX. What I want to know is, what’s to be the end of this? It’s not 

for me to interfere between you and your son, Gilbey: he knows his 

own intentions best, no doubt, and perhaps has told them to you. But 

I’ve my daughter to look after; and it’s my duty as a parent to have a 

clear understanding about her. No good is ever done by beating about 

the bush. I ask Lieutenant – well, I don’t speak French; and I can’t 

pronounce the name –  

MARGARET. Mr Duvallet, father.  

KNOX. I ask Mr Doovalley what his intentions are.  

MARGARET. Oh father: how can you?  

DUVALLET. I’m afraid my knowledge of English is not enough to 

understand. Intentions? How?  

MARGARET. He wants to know will you marry me.  

MRS GILBEY. |   What a thing to say! 

| 

KNOX.  |   Silence, miss.   | together 

| 

DORA.  |   Well, thats straight, ain’t it? 
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DUVALLET. But I am married already. I have two daughters.  

KNOX. [rising, virtuously indignant] You sit there after carrying on 

with my daughter, and tell me coolly you’re married.  

MARGARET. Papa: you really must not tell people that they sit there. 

[He sits down again sulkily.]  

DUVALLET. Pardon. Carrying on? What does that mean?  

MARGARET. It means –  

KNOX. [violently] Hold your tongue, you shameless young hussy. 

Don’t you dare say what it means.  

DUVALLET. [shrugging his shoulders] What does it mean, Rudolph?  

MRS KNOX. If it’s not proper for her to say, it’s not proper for a man 

to say, either. Mr Doovalley: you’re a married man with daughters. 

Would you let them go about with a stranger, as you are to us, without 

wanting to know whether he intended to behave honorably?  

DUVALLET. Ah, madam, my daughters are French girls. That is very 

different. It would not be correct for a French girl to go about alone and 

speak to men as English and American girls do. That is why I so 

immensely admire the English people. You are so free – so 

unprejudiced – your women are so brave and frank – their minds are so 

– how do you say? – wholesome. I intend to have my daughters 

educated in England. Nowhere else in the world but in England could I 

have met at a Variety Theatre a charming young lady of perfect 

respectability, and enjoyed a dance with her at a public dancing saloon. 

And where else are women trained to box and knock out the teeth of 

policemen as a protest against injustice and violence? [Rising, with 

immense élan] Your daughter, madam, is superb. Your country is a 
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model to the rest of Europe. If you were a Frenchman, stifled with 

prudery, hypocrisy and the tyranny of the family and the home, you 

would understand how an enlightened Frenchman admires and envies 

your freedom, your broadmindedness, and the fact that home life can 

hardly be said to exist in England. You have made an end of the 

despotism of the parent; the family council is unknown to you; 

everywhere in these islands one can enjoy the exhilarating, the soul-

liberating spectacle of men quarrelling with their brothers, defying their 

fathers, refusing to speak to their mothers. In France we are not men: 

we are only sons – grown-up children. Here one is a human being – an 

end in himself. Oh, Mrs Knox, if only your military genius were equal 

to your moral genius – if that conquest of Europe by France which 

inaugurated the new age after the Revolution had only been an English 

conquest, how much more enlightened the world would have been now! 

We, alas, can only fight. France is unconquerable. We impose our 

narrow ideas, our prejudices, our obsolete institutions, our insufferable 

pedantry on the world by brute force – by that stupid quality of military 

heroism which shews how little we have evolved from the savage: nay, 

from the beast. We can charge like bulls; we can spring on our foes like 

gamecocks; when we are overpowered by reason, we can die fighting 

like rats. And we are foolish enough to be proud of it! Why should we 

be? Does the bull progress? Can you civilize the gamecock? Is there 

any future for the rat? We can’t even fight intelligently: when we lose 

battles, it is because we have not sense enough to know when we are 

beaten. At Waterloo, had we known when we were beaten, we should 

have retreated; tried another plan; and won the battle. But no: we were 

too pigheaded to admit that there is anything impossible to a 

Frenchman: we were quite satisfied when our Marshals had six horses 

shot under them, and our stupid old grognards died fighting rather than 

surrender like reasonable beings. Think of your great Wellington: think 

of his inspiring words, when the lady asked him whether British 

soldiers ever ran away. “All soldiers run away, madam,” he said; “but if 

there are supports for them to fall back on it does not matter.” Think of 

your illustrious Nelson, always beaten on land, always victorious at sea, 

where his men could not run away. You are not dazzled and misled by 
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false ideals of patriotic enthusiasm: your honest and sensible statesmen 

demand for England a two-power standard, even a three-power 

standard, frankly admitting that it is wise to fight three to one: whilst 

we, fools and braggarts as we are, declare that every Frenchman is a 

host in himself, and that when one Frenchman attacks three Englishmen 

he is guilty of an act of cowardice comparable to that of the man who 

strikes a woman. It is folly: it is nonsense: a Frenchman is not really 

stronger than a German, than an Italian, even than an Englishman. Sir: 

if all Frenchwomen were like your daughter – if all Frenchmen had the 

good sense, the power of seeing things as they really are, the calm 

judgment, the open mind, the philosophic grasp, the foresight and true 

courage, which are so natural to you as an Englishman that you are 

hardly conscious of possessing them, France would become the greatest 

nation in the world.  

MARGARET. Three cheers for old England! [She shakes hands with 

him warmly.]  

BOBBY. Hurra-a-ay! And so say all of us.  

Duvallet, having responded to Margaret’s handshake with enthusiasm, 

kisses Juggins on both cheeks, and sinks into his chair, wiping his 

perspiring brow.  

GILBEY. Well, this sort of talk is above me. Can you make anything 

out of it, Knox?  

KNOX. The long and short of it seems to be that he can’t lawfully 

marry my daughter, as he ought after going to prison with her.  

DORA. I’m ready to marry Bobby, if that will be any satisfaction.  

GILBEY. No you don’t. Not if I know it.  
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MRS KNOX. He ought to, Mr Gilbey.  

GILBEY. Well, if that’s your religion, Amelia Knox, I want no more of 

it. Would you invite them to your house if he married her?  

MRS KNOX. He ought to marry her whether or no.  

BOBBY. I feel I ought to, Mrs Knox.  

GILBEY. Hold your tongue. Mind your own business.  

BOBBY. [wildly] If I’m not let marry her, I’ll do something downright 

disgraceful. I’ll enlist as a soldier.  

JUGGINS. That is not a disgrace, sir.  

BOBBY. Not for you, perhaps. But you’re only a footman. I’m a 

gentleman.  

MRS GILBEY. Don’t dare to speak disrespectfully to Mr Rudolph, 

Bobby. For shame!  

JUGGINS. [coming forward to the middle of the table] It is not 

gentlemanly to regard the service of your country as disgraceful. It is 

gentlemanly to marry the lady you make love to.  

GILBEY. [aghast] My boy is to marry this woman and be a social 

outcast!  

JUGGINS. Your boy and Miss Delaney will be inexorably condemned 

by respectable society to spend the rest of their days in precisely the 

sort of company they seem to like best and be most at home in.  

KNOX. And my daughter? Who’s to marry my daughter?  
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JUGGINS. Your daughter, sir, will probably marry whoever she makes 

up her mind to marry. She is a lady of very determined character.  

KNOX. Yes: if he’d have her with her character gone. But who would? 

You’re the brother of a duke. Would—  

BOBBY. |   Whats that? 

| 

MARGARET. |   Juggins a duke? 

|   | together 

DUVALLET. |   Comment! 

| 

DORA.  |   What did I tell you? 

KNOX. Yes: the brother of a duke: that’s what he is. [To Juggins] Well, 

would you marry her?  

JUGGINS. I was about to propose that solution of your problem, Mr 

Knox.  

MRS GILBEY. |   Well I never! 

| 

KNOX.  |   D’ye mean it?  | together 

| 

MRS KNOX. |   Marry Margaret! 

JUGGINS. [continuing] As an idle younger son, unable to support 

myself, or even to remain in the Guards in competition with the 

grandsons of American millionaires, I could not have aspired to Miss 

Knox’s hand. But as a sober, honest, and industrious domestic servant, 

who has, I trust, given satisfaction to his employer [he bows to Mr 

Gilbey] I feel I am a man with a character. It is for Miss Knox to decide.  

MARGARET. I got into a frightful row once for admiring you, 

Rudolph.  
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JUGGINS. I should have got into an equally frightful row myself, Miss, 

had I betrayed my admiration for you. I looked forward to those weekly 

dinners.  

MRS KNOX. But why did a gentleman like you stoop to be a footman?  

DORA. He stooped to conquer.  

MARGARET. Shut up, Dora: I want to hear.  

JUGGINS. I will explain; but only Mrs Knox will understand. I once 

insulted a servant – rashly; for he was a sincere Christian. He rebuked 

me for trifling with a girl of his own class. I told him to remember what 

he was, and to whom he was speaking. He said God would remember. I 

discharged him on the spot.  

GILBEY. Very properly.  

KNOX. What right had he to mention such a thing to you?  

MRS GILBEY. What are servants coming to?  

MRS KNOX. Did it come true, what he said?  

JUGGINS. It stuck like a poisoned arrow. It rankled for months. Then I 

gave in. I apprenticed myself to an old butler of ours who kept a hotel. 

He taught me my present business, and got me a place as footman with 

Mr Gilbey. If ever I meet that man again I shall be able to look him in 

the face.  

MRS KNOX. Margaret: it’s not on account of the duke: dukes are 

vanities. But take my advice and take him.  
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MARGARET. [slipping her arm through his] I have loved Juggins 

since the first day I beheld him. I felt instinctively he had been in the 

Guards. May he walk out with me, Mr Gilbey?  

KNOX. Don’t be vulgar, girl. Remember your new position. [To 

Juggins] I suppose you’re serious about this, Mr – Mr Rudolph?  

JUGGINS. I propose, with your permission, to begin keeping company 

this afternoon, if Mrs Gilbey can spare me.  

GILBEY. [in a gust of envy, to Bobby] It’ll be long enough before 

yo u ’ l l  marry the sister of a duke, you young good-for-nothing.  

DORA. Don’t fret, old dear. Rudolph will teach me high-class manners. 

I call it quite a happy ending: don’t you, lieutenant?  

DUVALLET. In France it would be impossible. But here – ah! [kissing 

his hand] la belle Angleterre!  

 

FIN. 
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TRAGEDY OF AN ELDERLY 

GENTLEMAN 
(Dalkey Castle Version) 

By Bernard Shaw 

 

Tragedy of an Elderly Gentleman is the fourth play in Shaw’s Back to 

Methuselah cycle, a set of five plays which was first published in 1921. 

Shaw did not write these plays to be staged but rather to help people 

understand his theory of Creative Evolution (as derived from the work 

of Henri Bergson). He was therefore quite surprised when producers in 

the USA (Lawrence Langner at New York’s American Theatre Guild) 

and in England (Barry Jackson at the Birmingham Repertory Theatre) 

expressed a desire to stage the cycle in its entirety. Shaw predicted – 

correctly – that producing the cycle would be disastrous financially, but 

the producers were undeterred. In order to make the works more 

“stageworthy,” Shaw insisted on abridging the plays. And it was these 

shorter versions of the scripts which were staged in New York in 

February of 1922 and in Birmingham in October of 1923. They were 

also used for the Irish debut of the cycle, which took place at Dublin’s 

Gate Theatre in October-November of 1930. 

Over subsequent decades, numerous directors, playwrights, and 

dramaturges – including (among others) Arnold Moss, David Fielding, 

and David Staller – have abridged the Back to Methuselah plays for 

stage production. The abridged version of Tragedy of an Elderly 

Gentleman reproduced below was edited by David Clare and was first 

performed as a rehearsed reading on 1 June 2012 at Dalkey Castle in 

south County Dublin. (Shaw was, of course, partially raised in the 

village of Dalkey.) Celebrated Dublin-based actor Michael James Ford 

played the Elderly Gentleman, and the cast also included Paul Gibson, 
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Emily Jeffers, Nicholas Johnson, Áine Lane, Elliot Moriarty, and 

Karina Power. The performance was part of the Bernard Shaw: Back in 

Town conference. This conference, which was organised by Audrey 

McNamara of University College Dublin, was the first academic 

symposium devoted to Shaw’s relationship with his native country; and 

it was launched by Irish President Michael D. Higgins at the National 

Gallery of Ireland.  

 

ACT I  

Burrin pier on the south shore of Galway Bay in Ireland, a region of 

stone-capped hills and granite fields. It is a fine summer day in the year 

3000 A.D. On an ancient stone stump, about three feet thick and three 

feet high, used for securing ships by ropes to the shore, and called a 

bollard or holdfast, an elderly gentleman sits facing the land with his 

head bowed and his face in his hands, sobbing. His sunburnt skin 

contrasts with his white whiskers and eyebrows. He wears a black 

frock-coat, a white waistcoat, lavender trousers, a brilliant silk cravat 

with a jewelled pin stuck in it, a tall hat of grey felt, and patent leather 

boots with white spats. His starched linen cuffs protrude from his coat 

sleeves; and his collar, also of starched white linen, is Gladstonian. On 

his right, three or four full sacks, lying side by side on the flags, suggest 

that the pier, unlike many remote Irish piers, is occasionally useful as 

well as romantic. On his left, behind him, a flight of stone steps 

descends out of sight to the sea level.  

A woman in a silk tunic and sandals, wearing little else except a cap 

with the number 2 on it in gold, comes up the steps from the sea, and 

stares in astonishment at the sobbing man. Her age cannot be guessed: 

her face is firm and chiselled like a young face; but her expression is 

unyouthful in its severity and determination. 
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THE WOMAN. What is the matter? 

The elderly gentleman looks up; hastily pulls himself together; takes out 

a silk handkerchief and dries his tears lightly with a brave attempt to 

smile through them; and tries to rise gallantly, but sinks back. 

THE WOMAN. Do you need assistance? 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. No. Thank you very much. No. 

Nothing. The heat. [He punctuates with sniffs, and dabs with his 

handkerchief at his eyes and nose.] Hay fever. 

THE WOMAN. You are a foreigner, are you not? 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. No. You must not regard me as a 

foreigner. I am a Briton. 

THE WOMAN. You come from some part of the British 

Commonwealth? 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. [amiably pompous] From its capital, 

madam. 

THE WOMAN. From Baghdad? 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. Yes. You may not be aware, madam, 

that these islands were once the centre of the British Commonwealth, 

during a period now known as The Exile. They were its headquarters a 

thousand years ago. Few people know this interesting circumstance 

now; but I assure you it is true. I have come here on a pious pilgrimage 

to one of the numerous lands of my fathers. We are of the same stock, 

you and I. Blood is thicker than water. We are cousins. 
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THE WOMAN. I do not understand. You say you have come here on a 

pious pilgrimage. Is that some new means of transport? 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. [again shewing signs of distress] I 

find it very difficult to make myself understood here. I was not referring 

to a machine, but to a – a – a sentimental journey. 

THE WOMAN. I am afraid I am as much in the dark as before. You 

said also that blood is thicker than water. No doubt it is; but what of it? 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. It’s meaning is obvious. 

THE WOMAN. Perfectly. But I assure you I am quite aware that blood 

is thicker than water. 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. [sniffing: almost in tears again] We 

will leave it at that, madam. 

THE WOMAN. [going nearer to him and scrutinizing him with some 

concern] I am afraid you are not well. Were you not warned that it is 

dangerous for shortlived people to come to this country? There is a 

deadly disease called discouragement, against which shortlived people 

have to take very strict precautions. Intercourse with us puts too great a 

strain on them. 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. [pulling himself together huffily] It 

has no effect on me, madam. I fear my conversation does not interest 

you. If not, the remedy is in your own hands. 

THE WOMAN. [looking at her hands, and then looking inquiringly at 

him] Where? 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. [breaking down] Oh, this is dreadful. 

No understanding, no intelligence, no sympathy – [his sobs choke him]. 
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THE WOMAN. You see, you are ill. 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. [nerved by indignation] I am not ill. I 

have never had a day’s illness in my life. 

THE WOMAN. May I advise you? 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. I have no need of a lady doctor, thank 

you, madam. 

THE WOMAN. [shaking her head] I am afraid I do not understand. I 

said nothing about a butterfly. 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. Well, I said nothing about a butterfly. 

THE WOMAN. You spoke of a lady doctor. The word is known here 

only as the name of a butterfly. 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. [insanely] I give up. I can bear this no 

longer. It is easier to go out of my mind at once. [He rises and dances 

about, singing] 

I’d be a butterfly, born in a bower, 

Making apple dumplings without any flour. 

THE WOMAN. [smiling gravely] It must be at least a hundred and fifty 

years since I last laughed. But if you do that any more I shall certainly 

break out like a primary of sixty. Your dress is so extraordinarily 

ridiculous. 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. [halting abruptly in his antics] My 

dress ridiculous! I may not be dressed like a Foreign Office clerk; but 

my clothes are perfectly in fashion in my native metropolis, where 
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yours – pardon my saying so – would be considered extremely unusual 

and hardly decent. 

THE WOMAN. Decent? There is no such word in our language. What 

does it mean? 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. It would not be decent for me to 

explain. Decency cannot be discussed without indecency. 

THE WOMAN. I cannot understand you at all. I fear you have not been 

observing the rules laid down for shortlived visitors. 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. Surely, madam, they do not apply to 

persons of my age and standing. I am not a child, nor an agricultural 

laborer. 

THE WOMAN. [severely] They apply to you very strictly. You are 

expected to confine yourself to the society of children under sixty. You 

are absolutely forbidden to approach fully adult natives under any 

circumstances. You cannot converse with persons of my age for long 

without bringing on a dangerous attack of discouragement. Do you 

realize that you are already shewing grave symptoms of that very 

distressing and usually fatal complaint? 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. Certainly not, madam. I am 

fortunately in no danger of contracting it. I am quite accustomed to 

converse intimately and at the greatest length with the most 

distinguished persons. If you cannot discriminate between hay fever and 

imbecility, I can only say that your advanced years carry with them the 

inevitable penalty of dotage. 

THE WOMAN. I am one of the guardians of this district; and I am 

responsible for your welfare – 
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THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. The Guardians! Do you take me for a 

pauper? 

THE WOMAN. I do not know what a pauper is. You must tell me who 

you are, if it is possible for you to express yourself intelligibly – 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. [snorts indignantly]! 

THE WOMAN. [continuing] – and why you are wandering here alone 

without a nurse. 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. [outraged] Nurse! 

THE WOMAN. Shortlived visitors are not allowed to go about here 

without nurses. Do you not know that rules are meant to be kept? 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. By the lower classes, no doubt. But to 

persons in my position there are certain courtesies which are never 

denied by well-bred people; and – 

THE WOMAN. There are only two human classes here: the shortlived 

and the normal. The rules apply to the shortlived, and are for their own 

protection. Now tell me at once who you are. 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. [impressively] Madam, I am a retired 

gentleman, formerly Chairman of the All-British Synthetic Egg and 

Vegetable Cheese Trust in Baghdad, and now President of the British 

Historical and Archaeological Society, and a Vice-President of the 

Travellers’ Club. 

THE WOMAN. All that does not matter. 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. [again snorting] Hm! Indeed! 



 

208 

 

THE WOMAN. Have you been sent here to make your mind flexible? 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. What an extraordinary question! Pray 

do you find my mind noticeably stiff? 

THE WOMAN. Perhaps you do not know that you are on the west coast 

of Ireland, and that it is the practice among natives of the Eastern Island 

to spend some years here to acquire mental flexibility. The climate has 

that effect. 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. [haughtily] I was born, not in the 

Eastern Island, but, thank God, in dear old British Baghdad; and I am 

not in need of a mental health resort. 

THE WOMAN. Then why are you here? 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. Am I trespassing? I was not aware of 

it. 

THE WOMAN. Trespassing? I do not understand the word. 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. Is this land private property? If so, I 

make no claim. I proffer a shilling in satisfaction of damage (if any), 

and am ready to withdraw if you will be good enough to shew me the 

nearest way. [He offers her a shilling.] 

THE WOMAN. [taking it and examining it without much interest] I do 

not understand a single word of what you have just said. 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. I am speaking the plainest English. 

Are you the landlord? 
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THE WOMAN. [shaking her head] There is a tradition in this part of 

the country of an animal with a name like that. It used to be hunted and 

shot in the barbarous ages. It is quite extinct now. 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. [breaking down again] It is a dreadful 

thing to be in a country where nobody understands civilized institutions. 

[He collapses on the bollard, struggling with his rising sobs.] Excuse 

me. Hay fever. 

THE WOMAN. [taking a tuning-fork from her girdle and holding it to 

her ear; then speaking into space on one note, like a chorister intoning 

a psalm] Burrin Pier please send someone to take charge of a 

discouraged shortliver who has escaped from his nurse male harmless 

babbles unintelligibly with moments of sense distressed hysterical 

foreign dress very funny has curious fringe of white sea-weed under his 

chin. 

THE GENTLEMAN. This is a gross impertinence. An insult. 

THE WOMAN. [replacing her tuning-fork and addressing the elderly 

gentleman] These words mean nothing to me. In what capacity are you 

here? How did you obtain permission to visit us? 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. [importantly] Our Prime Minister, Mr 

Badger Bluebin, has come to consult the oracle. He is my son-in-law. 

He has a question to put to the oracle, and I have come solely to visit 

the country. 

THE WOMAN. Why should you come to a place where you have no 

business? 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. Great Heavens, madam, can anything 

be more natural? I shall be the only member of the Travellers’ Club 
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who has set foot on these shores. Think of that! My position will be 

unique. 

THE WOMAN. Is that an advantage? We have a person here who has 

lost both legs in an accident. His position is unique. But he would much 

rather be like everyone else. 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. This is maddening. There is no 

analogy whatever between the two cases. 

THE WOMAN. They are both unique. 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. Conversation in this place seems to 

consist of ridiculous quibbles. I am heartily tired of them. 

THE WOMAN. I conclude that your Travellers’ Club is an assembly of 

persons who wish to be able to say that they have been in some place 

where nobody else has been. 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. Of course if you wish to sneer at us – 

THE WOMAN. What is sneer? 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. [with a wild sob] I shall drown 

myself. 

He makes desperately for the edge of the pier, but is confronted by a 

man with the number one on his cap, who comes up the steps and 

intercepts him. He is dressed like the woman, but a slight moustache 

proclaims his sex. 

THE MAN. [to the elderly gentleman] Ah, here you are. I shall really 

have to put a collar and lead on you if you persist in giving me the slip 

like this. 
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THE WOMAN. Are you this stranger’s nurse? 

THE MAN. Yes. I am very tired of him. If I take my eyes off him for a 

moment, he runs away and talks to everybody. 

THE WOMAN. [after taking out her tuning-fork and sounding it, 

intones as before] Burrin Pier. Wash out. [She puts up the fork, and 

addresses the man.] I sent a call for someone to take care of him. I have 

been trying to talk to him; but I can understand very little of what he 

says. You must take better care of him: he is badly discouraged already. 

If I can be of any further use, Fusima, Gort, will find me. [She goes 

away.] 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. Any further use! She has been of no 

use to me. She spoke to me without any introduction, like any improper 

female. And she has made off with my shilling. 

THE MAN. Please speak slowly. I cannot follow. What is a shilling? 

What is an introduction? Improper female doesn’t make sense. 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. Nothing seems to make sense here. 

All I can tell you is that she was the most impenetrably stupid woman I 

have ever met in the whole course of my life. 

THE MAN. That cannot be. She cannot appear stupid to you. She is a 

secondary, and getting on for a tertiary at that. 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. What is a tertiary? Everybody here 

keeps talking to me about primaries and secondaries and tertiaries as if 

people were geological strata. 

THE MAN. The primaries are in their first century. The secondaries are 

in their second century. I am still classed as a primary [he points to his 

number]; but I may almost call myself a secondary, as I shall be ninety-
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five next January. The tertiaries are in their third century. Did you not 

see the number two on her badge? She is an advanced secondary. 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. That accounts for it. She is in her 

second childhood. 

THE MAN. Her second childhood! She is in her fifth childhood. 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. [again resorting to the bollard] Oh! I 

cannot bear these unnatural arrangements. 

THE MAN. [impatient and helpless] You shouldn’t have come among 

us. This is no place for you. 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN [nerved by indignation] May I ask 

why? I am a Vice-President of the Travellers’ Club. I have been 

everywhere: I hold the record in the Club for civilized countries. 

THE MAN. What is a civilized country? 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. It is – well, it is a civilized country. 

[Desperately] I don’t know: I – I – I – I shall go mad if you keep on 

asking me to tell you things that everybody knows. Countries where 

you can travel comfortably. Where there are good hotels. Excuse me; 

but, though you say you are ninety-four, you are worse company than a 

child of five with your eternal questions. Why not call me Daddy at 

once? 

THE MAN. I did not know your name was Daddy. 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. My name is Joseph Popham Bolge 

Bluebin Barlow, O.M. 
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THE MAN. That is five men’s names. Daddy is shorter. And O.M. will 

not do here. It is our name for certain wild creatures, descendants of the 

aboriginal inhabitants of this coast. They used to be called the 

O’Mulligans. We will stick to Daddy. 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. People will think I am your father. 

THE MAN. [shocked] Sh-sh! People here never allude to such 

relationships. It is not quite delicate, is it? What does it matter whether 

you are my father or not? 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. My worthy nonagenarian friend: your 

faculties are totally decayed. Could you not find me a guide of my own 

age? 

THE MAN. A young person? 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. Certainly not. I cannot go about with 

a young person. 

THE MAN. Why? 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. Why! Why!! Why!!! Have you no 

moral sense? 

THE MAN. I shall have to give you up. I cannot understand you. 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. But you meant a young woman, 

didn’t you? 

THE MAN. I meant simply somebody of your own age. What 

difference does it make whether the person is a man or a woman? 
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THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. I could not have believed in the 

existence of such scandalous insensibility to the elementary decencies 

of human intercourse. 

THE MAN. What are decencies? 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. [shrieking] Everyone asks me that. 

THE MAN. [taking out a tuning-fork and using it as the woman did] 

Zozim on Burrin Pier to Zoo Ennistymon I have found the discouraged 

shortliver he has been talking to a secondary and is much worse I am 

too old he is asking for someone of his own age or younger come if you 

can. [He puts up his fork and turns to the Elderly Gentleman.] Zoo is a 

girl of fifty, and rather childish at that. So perhaps she may make you 

happy. 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. Make me happy! A bluestocking of 

fifty! Thank you. 

THE MAN. Bluestocking? The effort to make out your meaning is 

fatiguing. Besides, you are talking too much to me: I am old enough to 

discourage you. Let us be silent until Zoo comes. [He turns his back on 

the Elderly Gentleman, and sits down on the edge of the pier, with his 

legs dangling over the water.] 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. Certainly. I have no wish to force my 

conversation on any man who does not desire it. Perhaps you would 

like to take a nap. If so, pray do not stand on ceremony. 

THE MAN. What is a nap? 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. [exasperated, going to him and 

speaking with great precision and distinctness] A nap, my friend, is a 

brief period of sleep which overtakes superannuated persons when they 
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endeavor to entertain unwelcome visitors or to listen to scientific 

lectures. Sleep. Sleep. [Bawling into his ear] Sleep. 

THE MAN. I tell you I am nearly a secondary. I never sleep. 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. [awestruck] Good Heavens! 

A young woman with the number one on her cap arrives by land. 

THE YOUNG WOMAN. Is this the patient? 

THE MAN. [scrambling up] This is Zoo. [To Zoo] Call him Daddy. 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. [vehemently] No. 

THE MAN. [ignoring the interruption] Bless you for taking him off my 

hands! I have had as much of him as I can bear. [He goes down the 

steps and disappears.] 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. [ironically taking off his hat and 

making a sweeping bow from the edge of the pier in the direction of the 

Atlantic Ocean] Good afternoon, sir; and thank you very much for your 

extraordinary politeness, your exquisite consideration for my feelings, 

your courtly manners. Thank you from the bottom of my heart. 

[Clapping his hat on again] Pig! Ass! 

ZOO. [laughs very heartily at him]!!! 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. [turning sharply on her] Good 

afternoon, madam. I am sorry to have had to put your friend in his 

place; but I find that here as elsewhere it is necessary to assert myself if 

I am to be treated with proper consideration. I had hoped that my 

position as a guest would protect me from insult. 
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ZOO. Putting my friend in his place. That is some poetic expression, is 

it not? What does it mean? 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. Pray, is there no one in these islands 

who understands plain English? 

ZOO. Well, nobody except the oracles. They have to make a special 

historical study of what we call the dead thought. 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. Dead thought! I have heard of the 

dead languages, but never of the dead thought. 

ZOO. Well, thoughts die sooner than languages. I understand your 

language; but I do not always understand your thought. The oracles will 

understand you perfectly. Have you had your consultation yet? 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. I did not come to consult the oracle, 

madam. I am here simply as a gentleman travelling for pleasure in the 

company of my son-in-law, who is the British Prime Minister. 

ZOO. Why should you travel for pleasure! Can you not enjoy yourself 

at home? 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. I wish to see the World. 

ZOO. It is too big. You can see a bit of it anywhere. 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. [out of patience] Damn it, madam, 

you don’t want to spend your life looking at the same bit of it! 

[Checking himself] I beg your pardon for swearing in your presence. 

ZOO. Oh! That is swearing, is it? I have read about that. It sounds quite 

pretty. Dammitmaddam, dammitmaddam, dammitmaddam, 

dammitmaddam. Say it as often as you please: I like it. 
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THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. [expanding with intense relief] Bless 

you for those profane but familiar words! Thank you, thank you. For the 

first time since I landed in this terrible country I begin to feel at home. 

The strain which was driving me mad relaxes: I feel almost as if I were 

at the club. Excuse my taking the only available seat: I am not so young 

as I was. [He sits on the bollard.] Promise me that you will not hand me 

over to one of these dreadful tertiaries or secondaries or whatever you 

call them. 

ZOO. Never fear. They had no business to give you in charge to Zozim. 

You see he is just on the verge of becoming a secondary; and these 

adolescents w i l l  give themselves the airs of tertiaries. You naturally 

feel more at home with a flapper like me. [She makes herself 

comfortable on the sacks.] 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. Flapper? What does that mean? 

ZOO. It is an archaic word which we still use to describe a female who 

is no longer a girl and is not yet quite adult. 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. A very agreeable age to associate 

with, I find. I am recovering rapidly. I have a sense of blossoming like a 

flower. May I ask your name? 

ZOO. Zoo. 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. Miss Zoo. 

ZOO. Not Miss Zoo. Zoo. 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. Precisely. Er – Zoo what? 

ZOO. No. Not Zoo What. Zoo. Nothing but Zoo. 
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THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. [puzzled] Mrs Zoo, perhaps. 

ZOO. No. Zoo. Can’t you catch it? Zoo. 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. Of course. Believe me, I did not 

really think you were married: you are obviously too young; but here it 

is so hard to feel sure – er – 

ZOO. [hopelessly puzzled] What? 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. Marriage makes a difference, you 

know. One can say things to a married lady that would perhaps be in 

questionable taste to anyone without that experience. 

ZOO. You are getting out of my depth: I don’t understand a word you 

are saying. Married and questionable taste convey nothing to me. Stop, 

though. Is married an old form of the word mothered? 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. Very likely. Let us drop the subject. 

Pardon me for embarrassing you. I should not have mentioned it. 

ZOO. What does embarrassing mean? 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. Well, really! I should have thought 

that so natural and common a condition would be understood as long as 

human nature lasted. To embarrass is to bring a blush to the cheek. 

ZOO. What is a blush? 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. [amazed] Don’t you blush??? 

ZOO. Never heard of it. We have a word flush, meaning a rush of blood 

to the skin. I have noticed it in my babies, but not after the age of two. 
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THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. Your babies!!! I fear I am treading on 

very delicate ground; but your appearance is extremely youthful; and if 

I may ask how many – ? 

ZOO. Only four as yet. It is a long business with us. I specialize in 

babies. My first was such a success that they made me go on. I – 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. [reeling on the bollard] Oh! dear! 

ZOO. What’s the matter? Anything wrong? 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. In Heaven’s name, madam, how old 

are you? 

ZOO. Fifty-six. 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. My knees are trembling. I fear I am 

really ill. Not so young as I was. 

ZOO. I noticed that you are not strong on your legs yet. You have many 

of the ways and weaknesses of a baby. No doubt that is why I feel 

called on to mother you. You certainly are a very silly little Daddy. 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. [stimulated by indignation] My name, 

I repeat, is Joseph Popham Bolge Bluebin Barlow, O.M. 

ZOO. What a ridiculously long name! I can’t call you all that. What did 

your mother call you? 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. You recall the bitterest struggles of 

my childhood. I was sensitive on the point. Children suffer greatly from 

absurd nicknames. My mother thoughtlessly called me Iddy Toodles. I 

was called Iddy until I went to school, when I made my first stand for 

children’s rights by insisting on being called at least Joe. At fifteen I 
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refused to answer to anything shorter than Joseph. At eighteen I 

discovered that the name Joseph was supposed to indicate an unmanly 

prudery because of some old story about a Joseph who rejected the 

advances of his employer’s wife: very properly in my opinion. I then 

became Popham to my family and intimate friends, and Mister Barlow 

to the rest of the world. My mother slipped back into Iddy when her 

faculties began to fail her, poor woman; but I could not resent that, at 

her age. 

ZOO. Do you mean to say that your mother bothered about you after 

you were ten? 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. Naturally, madam. She was my 

mother. What would you have had her do? 

ZOO. Go on to the next, of course. After eight or nine children become 

quite uninteresting, except to themselves. I shouldn’t know my two 

eldest if I met them. 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. [again drooping] I am dying. Let me 

die. I wish to die. 

ZOO. [going to him quickly and supporting him] Hold up. Sit up 

straight. What’s the matter? 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN [faintly] My spine, I think. Shock. 

Concussion.  

ZOO. [maternally] Pow wow wow! What is there to shock you? 

[Shaking him playfully] There! Sit up; and be good. 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. [still feebly] Thank you. I am better 

now. 
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ZOO. [resuming her seat on the sacks] But what was all the rest of that 

long name for? There was a lot more of it. Blops Booby or something. 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. [impressively] Bolge Bluebin, 

madam: a historical name. Let me inform you that I can trace my family 

back for more than a thousand years, from the Eastern Empire to its 

ancient seat in these islands, to a time when two of my ancestors, Joyce 

Bolge and Hengist Horsa Bluebin, wrestled with one another for the 

prime ministership of the British Empire, and occupied that position 

successively with a glory of which we can in these degenerate days 

form but a faint conception. When I think of these mighty men, lions in 

war, sages in peace, not babblers and charlatans like the pigmies who 

now occupy their places in Baghdad, but strong silent men, ruling an 

empire on which the sun never set, my eyes fill with tears: my heart 

bursts with emotion: I feel that to have lived but to the dawn of 

manhood in their day, and then died for them, would have been a nobler 

and happier lot than the ignominious ease of my present longevity. 

ZOO. Longevity! [She laughs.] 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. Yes, madam, relative longevity. As it 

is, I have to be content and proud to know that I am descended from 

both those heroes. 

ZOO. You must be descended from every Briton who was alive in their 

time. Don’t you know that? 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. Do not quibble, madam. I bear their 

names, Bolge and Bluebin; and I hope I have inherited something of 

their majestic spirit. Well, they were born in these islands. I repeat, 

these islands were then, incredible as it now seems, the centre of the 

British Empire. When that centre shifted to Baghdad, and the 

Englishman at last returned to the true cradle of his race in 

Mesopotamia, the western islands were cast off, as they had been before 
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by the Roman Empire. But it was to the British race, and in these 

islands, that the greatest miracle in history occurred. 

ZOO. Miracle? 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. Yes: the first man to live three 

hundred years was an Englishman. The first, that is, since the 

contemporaries of Methuselah. 

ZOO. Oh, that! 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. Yes, that, as you call it so flippantly. 

Are you aware, madam, that at that immortal moment the English race 

had lost intellectual credit to such an extent that they habitually spoke 

of one another as fatheads? Yet England is now a sacred grove to which 

statesmen from all over the earth come to consult English sages who 

speak with the experience of two and a half centuries of life. The land 

that once exported cotton shirts and hardware now exports nothing but 

wisdom. You see before you, madam, a man utterly weary of the week-

end riverside hotels of the Euphrates, the minstrels and pierrots on the 

sands of the Persian Gulf, the toboggans and funiculars of the Hindoo 

Koosh. Can you wonder that I turn, with a hungry heart, to the mystery 

and beauty of these haunted islands, thronged with spectres from a 

magic past, made holy by the footsteps of the wise men of the West. 

Consider this island on which we stand, the last foothold of man on this 

side of the Atlantic: this Ireland, described by the earliest bards as an 

emerald gem set in a silver sea! Can I, a scion of the illustrious British 

race, ever forget that when the Empire transferred its seat to the East, 

and said to the turbulent Irish race which it had oppressed but never 

conquered, “At last we leave you to yourselves; and much good may it 

do you,” the Irish as one man uttered the historic shout “No: we’ll be 

damned if you do,” and emigrated to the countries where there was still 

a Nationalist question, to India, Persia, and Corea, to Morocco, Tunis, 

and Tripoli. In these countries they were ever foremost in the struggle 



 

223 

 

for national independence; and the world rang continually with the story 

of their sufferings and wrongs. And what poem can do justice to the 

end, when it came at last? Hardly two hundred years had elapsed when 

the claims of nationality were so universally conceded that there was no 

longer a single country on the face of the earth with a national grievance 

or a national movement. Think of the position of the Irish, who had lost 

all their political faculties by disuse except that of nationalist agitation, 

and who owed their position as the most interesting race on earth solely 

to their sufferings! The very countries they had helped to set free 

boycotted them as intolerable bores. The communities which had once 

idolized them as the incarnation of all that is adorable in the warm heart 

and witty brain, fled from them as from a pestilence. To regain their lost 

prestige, the Irish claimed the city of Jerusalem, on the ground that they 

were the lost tribes of Israel; but on their approach the Jews abandoned 

the city and redistributed themselves throughout Europe. It was then 

that these devoted Irishmen, not one of whom had ever seen Ireland, 

were counseled by an English Archbishop, the father of the oracles, to 

go back to their own country. This had never once occurred to them, 

because there was nothing to prevent them and nobody to forbid them. 

They jumped at the suggestion. They landed here: here in Galway Bay, 

on this very ground. When they reached the shore the older men and 

women flung themselves down and passionately kissed the soil of 

Ireland, calling on the young to embrace the earth that had borne their 

ancestors. But the young looked gloomily on, and said “There is no 

earth, only stone.” You will see by looking round you why they said 

that: the fields here are of stone: the hills are capped with granite. They 

all left for England next day; and no Irishman ever again confessed to 

being Irish, even to his own children; so that when that generation 

passed away the Irish race vanished from human knowledge. And the 

dispersed Jews did the same lest they should be sent back to Palestine. 

Since then the world, bereft of its Jews and its Irish, has been a tame 

dull place. Is there no pathos for you in this story? Can you not 

understand now why I am come to visit the scene of this tragic 

effacement of a race of heroes and poets? 
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ZOO. We still tell our little children stories like that, to help them to 

understand. But such things do not happen really. That scene of the 

Irish landing here and kissing the ground might have happened to a 

hundred people. It couldn’t have happened to a hundred thousand: you 

know that as well as I do. And what a ridiculous thing to call people 

Irish because they live in Ireland! you might as well call them Airish 

because they live in air. They must be just the same as other people. 

Why do you shortlivers persist in making up silly stories about the 

world and trying to act as if they were true? Contact with truth hurts and 

frightens you: you escape from it into an imaginary vacuum in which 

you can indulge your desires and hopes and loves and hates without any 

obstruction from the solid facts of life. You love to throw dust in your 

own eyes. 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. It is my turn now, madam, to inform 

you that I do not understand a single word you are saying. I should have 

thought that the use of a vacuum for removing dust was a mark of 

civilization rather than of savagery. 

ZOO. [giving him up as hopeless] Oh, Daddy, Daddy: I can hardly 

believe that you are human, you are so stupid. It was well said of your 

people in the olden days, “Dust thou art; and to dust thou shalt return.” 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. [nobly] My body is dust, madam: not 

my soul. What does it matter what my body is made of? the dust of the 

ground, the particles of the air, or even the slime of the ditch? The 

important thing is that when my Creator took it, whatever it was, He 

breathed into its nostrils the breath of life; and Man became a living 

soul. Yes, madam, a living soul. That is an exalting, a magnificent 

thought. Scientists tell me there are leucocytes in my blood, and carbon 

in my flesh. I thank them for the information, and tell them that there 

are blackbeetles in my kitchen and washing soda in my laundry. I do 

not deny their existence; but I keep them in their proper place, which is 

not, if I may be allowed to use an antiquated form of expression, the 
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temple of the Holy Ghost. No doubt you think me behind the times; but 

I rejoice in my enlightenment; and I recoil from your ignorance, your 

blindness. Humanly I pity you. Intellectually I despise you. 

ZOO. Bravo, Daddy! You have the root of the matter in you. You will 

not die of discouragement after all. 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. I have not the smallest intention of 

doing so, madam. I am no longer young; and I have moments of 

weakness; but when I approach this subject the divine spark in me 

kindles and glows, the corruptible becomes incorruptible, and the 

mortal Bolge Bluebin Barlow puts on immortality. On this ground I am 

your equal, even if you survive me by ten thousand years. 

ZOO. Yes, Daddy; but I must point out that it is not the number of years 

we have behind us, but the number we have before us, that makes us 

careful and responsible and determined to find out the truth about 

everything. What does it matter to you whether anything is true or not? 

your flesh is as grass: you come up like a flower, and wither in your 

second childhood. A lie will last your time: it will not last mine. If I 

knew I had to die in twenty years it would not be worth my while to 

educate myself: I should not bother about anything but having a little 

pleasure while I lasted. 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. Young woman: you are mistaken. 

Shortlived as we are, we – the best of us, I mean – regard civilization 

and learning, art and science, as an ever-burning torch, which passes 

from the hand of one generation to the hand of the next, each generation 

kindling it to a brighter, prouder flame. Thus each lifetime, however 

short, contributes a brick to a vast and growing edifice, a page to a 

sacred volume, a chapter to a Bible, a Bible to a literature. We may be 

insects; but like the coral insect we build islands which become 

continents: like the bee we store sustenance for future communities. 

The individual perishes; but the race is immortal. The acorn of today is 
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the oak of the next millennium. I throw my stone on the cairn and die; 

but later comers add another stone and yet another; and lo! a mountain. 

I – 

ZOO. [interrupts him by laughing heartily at him]!!!!!! 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. [with offended dignity] May I ask 

what I have said that calls for this merriment? 

ZOO. Oh, Daddy, Daddy, Daddy, you are a funny little man, with your 

torches, and your flames, and your bricks and edifices and pages and 

volumes and chapters and coral insects and bees and acorns and stones 

and mountains. 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. Metaphors, madam. Metaphors 

merely. 

ZOO. Images, images, images. I was talking about men, not about 

images. 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. I was illustrating – not, I hope, quite 

infelicitously – the great march of Progress. 

ZOO. I knew quite well what you meant by your torch handed on from 

generation to generation. But every time that torch is handed on, it dies 

down to the tiniest spark; and the man who gets it can rekindle it only 

by his own light. The wisdom of Bilge and Bluebeard, such as it was, 

perished with them: so did their strength, if their strength ever existed 

outside your imagination. I don’t know how old you are: you look about 

five hundred – 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. Five hundred! Really, madam – 
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ZOO. [continuing] – but I know, of course, that you are an ordinary 

shortliver. Well, your wisdom is only such wisdom as a man can have 

before he has had experience enough to distinguish his wisdom from his 

folly, his destiny from his delusions, his – 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. In short, such wisdom as your own. 

ZOO. You can scorn my wisdom as much as you like, but you must at 

least admit that I have learnt from tertiaries. I have seen their work and 

lived under their institutions. Like all young things I rebelled against 

them; and in their hunger for new lights and new ideas they listened to 

me and encouraged me to rebel. But my ways did not work; and theirs 

did; and they were able to tell me why. They have no power over me 

except that power. You are a child governed by children, who make so 

many mistakes and are so naughty that you are in continual rebellion 

against them; and as they can never convince you that they are right: 

they can govern you only by beating you, imprisoning you, torturing 

you, killing you if you disobey them without being strong enough to kill 

or torture them. 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. That may be an unfortunate fact. I 

condemn it and deplore it. But our minds are greater than the facts. We 

know better. The greatest ancient teachers, followed by the galaxy of 

Christs who arose in the twentieth century, not to mention such 

comparatively modern spiritual leaders as Blitherinjam, Tosh, and 

Spiffkins, all taught that punishment and revenge, coercion and 

militarism, are mistakes, and that the golden rule – 

ZOO. [interrupting] Yes, yes, yes, Daddy: we longlived people know 

that quite well. But did any of their disciples ever succeed in governing 

you for a single day on their Christ-like principles? It is not enough to 

know what is good: you must be able to do it. They couldn’t do it 

because they did not live long enough to find out how to do it, or to 

outlive the childish passions that prevented them from really wanting to 
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do it. You know very well that they could only keep order – such as it 

was – by the very coercion and militarism they were denouncing and 

deploring. They had actually to kill one another for preaching their own 

gospel, or be killed themselves. 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. The blood of the martyrs, madam, is 

the seed of the Church. 

ZOO. More images, Daddy! The blood of the shortlived falls on stony 

ground. 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. [rising, very testy] You are simply 

mad on the subject of longevity. I wish you would change it. It is rather 

personal and in bad taste. Human nature is human nature, longlived or 

shortlived, and always will be. 

ZOO. Then you give up the idea of progress? You cry off the torch, and 

the brick, and the acorn, and all the rest of it? 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. I do nothing of the sort. I stand for 

progress and for freedom broadening down from precedent to 

precedent. 

ZOO. You are certainly a true Briton. 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. I am proud of it. But in your mouth I 

feel that the compliment hides some insult; so I do not thank you for it. 

ZOO. All I meant was that though Britons sometimes say quite clever 

things and deep things as well as silly and shallow things, they always 

forget them ten minutes after they have uttered them. 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. Leave it at that, madam: leave it at 

that. [He sits down again.] Even a Pope is not expected to be 



 

229 

 

continually pontificating. Our flashes of inspiration shew that our hearts 

are in the right place. 

ZOO. Of course. You cannot keep your heart in any place but the right 

place. 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. Tcha! 

ZOO. But you can keep your hands in the wrong place. In your 

neighbor’s pockets, for example. So, you see, it is your hands that really 

matter. 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. [exhausted] Well, a woman must 

have the last word. I will not dispute it with you. 

ZOO. Good. Now let us go back to the really interesting subject of our 

discussion. You remember? The slavery of the shortlived to images and 

metaphors. 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. [aghast] Do you mean to say, 

madam, that after having talked my head off, and reduced me to despair 

and silence by your intolerable loquacity, you actually propose to begin 

all over again? I shall leave you at once. 

ZOO. You must not. I am your nurse; and you must stay with me. 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. I absolutely decline to do anything of 

the sort [he rises and walks away with marked dignity]. 

ZOO. [using her tuning-fork] Zoo on Burrin Pier to Oracle Police at 

Ennistymon have you got me?... What?... I am picking you up now but 

you are flat to my pitch.... Just a shade sharper.... That’s better: still a 

little more.... Got you: right. Isolate Burrin Pier quick. 
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THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. [is heard to yell] Oh! 

ZOO. [still intoning] Thanks.... Oh nothing serious I am nursing a 

shortliver and the silly creature has run away he has discouraged 

himself very badly by gadding about and talking to secondaries and I 

must keep him strictly to heel. 

The Elderly Gentleman returns, indignant. 

ZOO. Here he is you can release the Pier thanks. Goodbye. [She puts up 

her tuning-fork.] 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. This is outrageous. When I tried to 

step off the pier on to the road, I received a shock, followed by an attack 

of pins and needles which ceased only when I stepped back on to the 

stones. 

ZOO. Yes: there is an electric hedge there. It is a very old and very 

crude method of keeping animals from straying. 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. We are perfectly familiar with it in 

Baghdad, madam; but I little thought I should live to have it 

ignominiously applied to myself. I consider that in using it on me you 

have taken a very great liberty. 

ZOO. What is a liberty? 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. [exasperated] I shall not explain, 

madam. I believe you know as well as I do. [He sits down on the 

bollard in dudgeon.] 

ZOO. No: even you can tell me things I do not know. Havn’t you 

noticed that all the time you have been here we have been asking you 

questions? 
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THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. Noticed it! It has almost driven me 

mad. Do you see my white hair? It was hardly grey when I landed: there 

were patches of its original auburn still distinctly discernible. 

ZOO. That is one of the symptoms of discouragement. But have you 

noticed something much more important to yourself: that is, that you 

have never asked us any questions, although we know so much more 

than you do? 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. I am not a child, madam. I believe I 

have had occasion to say that before. And I am an experienced traveller. 

I know that what the traveller observes must really exist, or he could not 

observe it. But what the natives tell him is invariably pure fiction. 

ZOO. Not here, Daddy. With us life is too long for telling lies. They all 

get found out. You’d better ask me questions while you have the 

chance. 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. If I have occasion to consult the 

oracle I shall address myself to a proper one: to a tertiary: not to a 

primary flapper playing at being an oracle. If you are a nurserymaid, 

attend to your duties; and do not presume to ape your elders. 

ZOO. [rising ominously and reddening] You silly – 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. [thundering] Silence! Do you hear! 

Hold your tongue. 

ZOO. Something very disagreeable is happening to me. I feel hot all 

over. I have a horrible impulse to injure you. What have you done to 

me? 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. [triumphant] Aha! I have made you 

blush. Now you know what blushing means. Blushing with shame! 
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ZOO. Whatever you are doing, it is something so utterly evil that if you 

do not stop I will kill you. 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. [apprehending his danger] Doubtless 

you think it safe to threaten an old man-- 

ZOO. [fiercely] Old! You are a child: an evil child. Take care! 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. [rising with crestfallen courtesy] I did 

not mean to hurt your feelings. I – [swallowing the apology with an 

effort] I beg your pardon. [He takes off his hat, and bows]. 

ZOO. What does that mean? 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. I withdraw what I said. 

ZOO. How can you withdraw what you said? 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. I can say no more than that I am 

sorry. 

ZOO. You have reason to be. That hideous sensation you gave me is 

subsiding; but you have had a very narrow escape. Do not attempt to 

kill me again; for at the first sign in your voice or face I shall strike you 

dead. 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. I attempt to kill you! What a 

monstrous accusation! 

ZOO. [frowns]! 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. [prudently correcting himself] I mean 

misunderstanding. I never dreamt of such a thing. Surely you cannot 

believe that I am a murderer. 



 

233 

 

ZOO. I know you are a murderer. It is not merely that you threw words 

at me as if they were stones, meaning to hurt me. It was the instinct to 

kill that you roused in me. I did not know it was in my nature: never 

before has it wakened and sprung out at me, warning me to kill or be 

killed. I must now reconsider my whole political position. I am no 

longer a Conservative. 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. A Conservative?!? How the 

Conservatives have tolerated your opinions so far is more than I can 

imagine: I can only conjecture that you have contributed very liberally 

to the party funds. [He sits down again.] 

ZOO. Do not babble so senselessly: our chief political controversy is 

the most momentous in the world for you and your like. 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. [interested] Indeed? Pray, may I ask 

what it is? I am a keen politician, and may perhaps be of some use.  

ZOO. We have two great parties: the Conservative party and the 

Colonization party. The Colonizers are of opinion that we should 

increase our numbers and colonize. The Conservatives hold that we 

should stay as we are, confined to these islands, a race apart, wrapped 

up in the majesty of our wisdom on a soil held as holy ground for us by 

an adoring world, with our sacred frontier traced beyond dispute by the 

sea. They contend that it is our destiny to rule the world, and that even 

when we were shortlived we did so. They say that our power and our 

peace depend on our remoteness, our exclusiveness, our separation, and 

the restriction of our numbers. Five minutes ago that was my political 

faith. Now I do not think there should be any shortlived people at all. 

[She throws herself again carelessly on the sacks.] 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. Am I to infer that you deny my right 

to live because I allowed myself – perhaps injudiciously – to give you a 

slight scolding? 
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ZOO. Is it worth living for so short a time? Are you any good to 

yourself? 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. [stupent] Well, upon my soul! 

ZOO. It is such a very little soul. You only encourage the sin of pride in 

us, and keep us looking down at you instead of up to something higher 

than ourselves. 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. Is not that a selfish view, madam? 

Besides, you forget that we shortlivers, as you call us, have lengthened 

our lives very considerably. 

ZOO. How? 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. By saving time. By enabling men to 

cross the ocean in an afternoon, and to see and speak to one another 

when they are thousands of miles apart. We hope shortly to organize 

their labor, and press natural forces into their service, so scientifically 

that the burden of labor will cease to be perceptible, leaving common 

men more leisure than they will know what to do with. 

ZOO. Daddy: the man whose life is lengthened in this way may be 

busier than a savage; but the difference between such men living 

seventy years and those living three hundred would be all the greater; 

for to a shortliver increase of years is only increase of sorrow; but to a 

longliver every extra year is a prospect which forces him to stretch his 

faculties to the utmost to face it. Therefore I say that we who live three 

hundred years can be of no use to you who live less than a hundred, and 

that our true destiny is not to advise and govern you, but to supplant and 

supersede you. In that faith I now declare myself a Colonizer and an 

Exterminator. 
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THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. Oh, steady! steady! Pray! pray! 

Reflect, I implore you. It is possible to colonize without exterminating 

the natives. Would you treat us less mercifully than our barbarous 

forefathers treated the Redskin and the Negro? Are we not, as Britons, 

entitled at least to some reservations? 

ZOO. What is the use of prolonging the agony? You would perish 

slowly in our presence, no matter what we did to preserve you. You 

were almost dead when I took charge of you today, merely because you 

had talked for a few minutes to a secondary. Besides, we have our own 

experience to go upon. Have you never heard that our children 

occasionally revert to the ancestral type, and are born shortlived? 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. [eagerly] Never. I hope you will not 

be offended if I say that it would be a great comfort to me if I could be 

placed in charge of one of those normal individuals. 

ZOO. Abnormal, you mean. What you ask is impossible: we weed them 

all out. 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. When you say that you weed them 

out, you send a cold shiver down my spine. I hope you don’t mean that 

you – that you – that you assist Nature in any way? 

ZOO. We don’t have to. If one of us has no self-control, or is too weak 

to bear the strain of our truthful life without wincing, or is tormented by 

depraved appetites and superstitions, or is unable to keep free from pain 

and depression, he naturally becomes discouraged, and refuses to live. 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. Good Lord! Cuts his throat, do you 

mean? 

ZOO. No: why should he cut his throat? He simply dies. He wants to. 

He is out of countenance, as we call it. 
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THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. Gracious Powers! 

ZOO. [glancing up at the sun] Come. It is just sixteen o’clock; and you 

have to join your party at half-past in the temple in Galway. 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. [rising] Galway! Shall I at last be 

able to boast of having seen that magnificent city? 

ZOO. You will be disappointed: we have no cities. There is a temple of 

the oracle: that is all. 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. Alas! and I came here to fulfil two 

long-cherished dreams. One was to see Galway. It has been said, “See 

Galway and die.” The other was to contemplate the ruins of London. 

ZOO. Ruins! We do not tolerate ruins. Was London a place of any 

importance? 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. [amazed] What! London! It was the 

mightiest city of antiquity. [Rhetorically] Situate just where the Dover 

Road crosses the Thames, it – 

ZOO. [curtly interrupting] There is nothing there now. Why should 

anybody pitch on such a spot to live? The nearest houses are at a place 

called Strand-on-the-Green: it is very old. Come. We shall go across the 

water. [She goes down the steps.] 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. Sic transit gloria mundi! 

ZOO. [from below] What did you say? 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. [despairingly] Nothing. You would 

not understand. [He goes down the steps.] 
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ACT II  

A courtyard before the columned portico of a temple. The temple door 

is in the middle of the portico. Zoo enters, followed by the British Envoy 

and the Elderly Gentleman. The envoy, a typical politician, looks like 

an imperfectly reformed criminal disguised by a good tailor. 

ZOO. [impatiently] I wonder what Zozim is doing. He ought to be here 

to receive you. 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. Do you mean that rather insufferable 

young man whom you found boring me on the pier? 

ZOO. Yes. He has to dress-up in a Druid’s robe, and put on a wig and a 

long false beard, to impress you silly people. I have to put on a purple 

mantle. I have no patience with such mummery; but you expect it from 

us; so I suppose it must be kept up. Will you wait here until Zozim 

comes, please [she turns to enter the temple]. 

THE ENVOY. My good lady, is it worth while dressing-up and putting 

on false beards for us if you tell us beforehand that it is all humbug? 

ZOO. One would not think so; but if you won’t believe in anyone who 

is not dressed-up, why, we must dress-up for you. It was you who 

invented all this nonsense, not we. 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. But do you expect us to be impressed 

after this? 

ZOO. I don’t expect anything. I know, as a matter of experience, that 

you will be impressed. The oracle will frighten you out of your wits. 

[She goes into the temple.] 
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THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. These people treat us as if we were 

dirt beneath their feet.  

THE ENVOY. No use thinking about it. I’ve got to see this oracle. The 

folks at home won’t know how we have been treated: all they’ll know is 

that I’ve stood face to face with the oracle and had the straight tip from 

her. I hope this Zozim chap is not going to keep us waiting much 

longer; for I feel far from comfortable about the approaching interview; 

and that’s the honest truth. 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. I never thought I should want to see 

that man again; but now I wish he would take charge of us instead of 

Zoo. She was charming at first: quite charming; but she turned into a 

fiend because I had a few words with her. You would not believe: she 

very nearly killed me. Did you know she belongs to a party here which 

wants to have us all killed? 

THE ENVOY. If it comes to killing, two can play at that game, 

longlived or shortlived. 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. No, Ambrose: we should have no 

chance. We are worms beside these fearful people: mere worms. 

Zozim comes from the temple, robed majestically, and wearing a wreath 

of mistletoe in his flowing white wig. His false beard reaches almost to 

his waist. He carries a staff with a curiously carved top. 

ZOZIM. [in the doorway, impressively] Hail, strangers! 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN & THE ENVOY. [reverently] Hail! 

ZOZIM. Are ye prepared? 

THE ENVOY. We are. 
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ZOZIM. [unexpectedly becoming conversational, and strolling down 

carelessly to the men] Well, I’m sorry to say the oracle is not; and as the 

show takes a bit of arranging, you will have to wait a few minutes. If 

you want, you can go inside and look round the entrance hall and get 

pictures and things. 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. [in dignified rebuke of Zozim’s levity] 

Taken in this spirit, sir, the show, as you call it, becomes almost an 

insult to our common sense. 

ZOZIM. Quite, I should say. You need not keep it up with me. 

THE ENVOY. [suddenly making himself very agreeable] Just so: just 

so. We’ll wait here and for as long as you please. And now, if I may be 

allowed to seize the opportunity of a few minutes’ friendly chat – ? 

ZOZIM. By all means, if only you will talk about things I can 

understand. 

THE ENVOY. Well, about this colonizing plan of yours. My father-in-

law here has been telling me something about it; and he has just now let 

out that you want not only to colonize us, but to – to – to – well, shall 

we say to supersede us? Now why supersede us? Why not live and let 

live? There’s not a scrap of ill-feeling on our side. We should welcome 

a colony of immortals – we may almost call you that – in the British 

Middle East. We like you. We are easy-going people; and we are rich 

people. That will appeal to you. 

ZOZIM. The Colonizers are determined to start in North America. 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. [very persuasively] But do you think 

you would be popular in North America? It seems to me, if I may say 

so, that if you are to colonize effectively, you need a country in which 

society is organized in a series of highly exclusive circles, in which the 
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privacy of private life is very jealously guarded, and in which no one 

presumes to speak to anyone else without an introduction following a 

strict examination of social credentials. It is only in such a country that 

persons of special tastes and attainments can form a little world of their 

own, and protect themselves absolutely from intrusion by common 

persons. I think I may claim that our British society has developed this 

exclusiveness to perfection. If you would pay us a visit and see the 

working of our caste system, our club system, our guild system, you 

would admit that nowhere else in the world, least of all, perhaps, in 

North America, which has a regrettable tradition of social promiscuity, 

could you keep yourselves so entirely to yourselves. 

ZOZIM. [good-naturedly embarrassed] Look here. There is no good 

discussing this. I had rather not explain; but it won’t make any 

difference to our Colonizers what sort of short-livers they come across. 

Our mere presence among them will make short work of them through 

discouragement. 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. [throwing off his diplomatic attitude 

and abandoning himself to despair] We understand you only too well, 

sir. Well, kill us. End the lives you have made miserably unhappy by 

opening up to us the possibility that any of us may live three hundred 

years. I solemnly curse that possibility. To you it may be a blessing, 

because you do live three hundred years. To us, who live less than a 

hundred, whose flesh is as grass, it is the most unbearable burden our 

poor tortured humanity has ever groaned under. 

THE ENVOY. Hullo, Poppa! Steady! How do you make that out? 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. We impose on ourselves abstinences 

and disciplines and studies that are meant to prepare us for living three 

centuries. And we seldom live one. My childhood was made 

unnecessarily painful, my boyhood unnecessarily laborious, by 

ridiculous preparations for a length of days which the chances were fifty 
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thousand to one against my ever attaining. I curse the day when long 

life was invented. 

ZOZIM. Pooh! You could live three centuries if you chose. 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. That is what the fortunate always say 

to the unfortunate. Well, I do not choose. I accept my three score and 

ten years. If they are filled with usefulness, justice, mercy, and good-

will: if they are the lifetime of a soul that never loses its honor and a 

brain that never loses its eagerness, they are enough for me, because 

these things are infinite and eternal. I am your equal before that eternity 

in which the difference between your lifetime and mine is as the 

difference between one drop of water and three in the eyes of the 

Almighty Power from which we have both proceeded. 

ZOZIM. [impressed] You spoke that piece very well, Daddy. I couldn’t 

talk like that if I tried. It sounded fine. Ah! here comes Zoo. 

To his relief, they have just appeared on the threshold of the temple. 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. [passing from exaltation to distress] 

It means nothing to him: in this land of discouragement the sublime has 

become the ridiculous. [Turning on the hopelessly puzzled Zozim] 

“Behold, thou hast made my days as it were a span long; and mine age 

is even as nothing in respect of thee.” 

ZOZIM. [with a shrug] Discouragement! 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. Liar! [Recollecting himself, he adds, 

with noble courtesy, raising his hat and bowing] I beg your pardon, sir; 

but I am N O T  discouraged. 

A burst of orchestral music, through which a powerful gong sounds, is 

heard from the temple. Zoo, in a purple robe, appears in the doorway. 
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ZOO. Come. The oracle is ready. 

Zozim motions them to the threshold with a wave of his staff. The Envoy 

and the Elderly Gentleman take off their hats and go into the temple on 

tiptoe, Zoo leading the way. Zozim remains in the portico, alone. 

ZOZIM. [taking off his wig, beard, and robe, and bundling them under 

his arm] Ouf! [He goes home.] 

Inside the temple. A gallery overhanging an abyss. Dead silence. The 

gallery is brightly lighted; but beyond is a vast gloom, continually 

changing in intensity. A shaft of violet light shoots upward; and a very 

harmonious and silvery carillon chimes. When it ceases the violet ray 

vanishes. 

Zoo comes along the gallery, followed by the Envoy and the Elderly 

Gentleman. The two men are holding their hats with the brims near 

their noses, as if prepared to pray into them at a moment’s notice. Zoo 

halts: they follow her example. They contemplate the void with awe. 

Organ music of the kind called sacred in the nineteenth century begins. 

Their awe deepens. The violet ray, now a diffused mist, rises again from 

the abyss. 

THE ENVOY. [to Zoo, in a reverent whisper] Shall we kneel? 

ZOO. [loudly] Yes, if you want to. You can stand on your head if you 

like. [She sits down carelessly on the gallery railing, with her back to 

the abyss.] 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. [jarred by her callousness] We desire 

to behave in a becoming manner. 
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ZOO. Very well. Behave just as you feel. It doesn’t matter how you 

behave. But keep your wits about you when the pythoness ascends, or 

you will forget the questions you have come to ask her. 

THE ENVOY. [alarmed, takes out a paper to refresh his memory] The 

pythoness? Is she a snake? 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. Tch-ch! The priestess of the oracle. A 

sybil. A prophetess. Not a snake. 

THE ENVOY. How awful! 

ZOO. I’m glad you think so. 

THE ENVOY. Why? 

ZOO. Because this sort of thing is got up specifically to impress you. 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. I wish you would let it impress us, 

then, madam. I am deeply impressed; but you are spoiling the effect. 

ZOO. You just wait. All this business with colored lights and chords on 

that old organ is only tomfoolery. Wait til you see the pythoness. 

THE ENVOY. [trembling] Are we really going to see a woman who 

has lived three hundred years? 

ZOO. Stuff! You’d drop dead if a tertiary as much as looked at you. 

The oracle is only a hundred and seventy; and you’ll find it hard enough 

to stand her. 

THE ENVOY. Whew! Stand by me, Poppa. This is a little more than I 

bargained for. Are you going to kneel; or how? 
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THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. Perhaps it would be in better taste. 

The two men kneel. 

The vapor of the abyss thickens; and a distant roll of thunder seems to 

come from its depths. The pythoness, seated on her tripod, rises slowly 

from it. She is draped and hooded in voluminous folds of a single piece 

of grey-white stuff. Something supernatural about her terrifies the 

beholders, who throw themselves on their faces. Her outline flows and 

waves: she is almost distinct at moments, and again vague and 

shadowy: above all, she is larger than life-size, not enough to be 

measured by the flustered congregation, but enough to affect them with 

a dreadful sense of her supernaturalness. 

ZOO. Get up, get up. Do pull yourselves together. 

The Envoy, by shuddering negatively, intimates that it is impossible. 

The Elderly Gentleman manages to get on his hands and knees. 

ZOO. Come on, Daddy: you are not afraid. Speak to her. She won’t 

wait here all day for you, you know. 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. [rising very deferentially to his feet] 

Madam: you will excuse my very natural nervousness in addressing, for 

the first time in my life, a – a – a – a goddess. My friend and relative the 

Envoy is unhinged. I throw myself upon your indulgence – 

ZOO. [interrupting him intolerantly] Don’t throw yourself on anything 

belonging to her or you will go right through her and break your neck. 

She isn’t solid, like you. 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. I was speaking figuratively – 
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ZOO. You have been told not to do it. Ask her what you want to know; 

and be quick about it. 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. [stooping and taking the prostrate 

Envoy by the shoulders] Ambrose: you must make an effort. You 

cannot go back to Baghdad without the answers to your questions. 

THE ENVOY. [rising to his knees] I shall be only too glad to get back 

alive on any terms. If my legs would support me I’d just do a bunk 

straight for the ship. 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. No, no. Remember: your dignity – 

THE ENVOY. Dignity be damned! I’m terrified. Take me away, for 

God’s sake. 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. [producing a brandy flask and taking 

the cap off] Try some of this. It is still nearly full, thank goodness!  

THE ENVOY. [clutching it and drinking eagerly] Ah! That’s better. 

[He tries to drink again. Finding that he has emptied it, he hands it 

back to his father-in-law upside down.] 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. [taking it] Great heavens! He has 

swallowed half-a-pint of neat brandy. [Much perturbed, he screws the 

cap on again, and pockets the flask.] 

THE ENVOY. [staggering to his feet; pulling a paper from his pocket; 

and speaking with boisterous confidence] What I want to ask is this. 

[He refers to the paper.] Ahem! Civilization has reached a crisis. We 

are at the parting of the ways. We stand on the brink of the Rubicon. 

Shall we take the plunge? Already a leaf has been torn out of the book 

of the Sybil. Shall we wait until the whole volume is consumed? On our 

right is the crater of the volcano: on our left the precipice. One false 
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step, and we go down to annihilation dragging the whole human race 

with us. [He pauses for breath.] 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. [recovering his spirits under the 

familiar stimulus of political oratory] Hear, hear! 

ZOO. What are you raving about? Ask your question while you have 

the chance. What is it you want to know? 

THE ENVOY. [patronizing her in the manner of a Premier debating 

with a very young member of the Opposition] A young woman asks me 

a question. I am always glad to see the young taking an interest in 

politics. It is an impatient question; but it is a practical question, an 

intelligent question. She asks why we seek to lift a corner of the veil 

that shrouds the future from our feeble vision. 

ZOO. I don’t. I ask you to tell the oracle what you want, and not keep 

her sitting there all day. 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. [warmly] Order, order! 

ZOO. What does “Order, order!” mean? 

THE ENVOY. I ask the august oracle to listen to my voice – 

ZOO. You people seem never to tire of listening to your voices; but it 

doesn’t amuse us. What do you want? 

THE ENVOY. I want, young woman, to be allowed to proceed without 

unseemly interruptions. 

A low roll of thunder comes from the abyss. 
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THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. There! Even the oracle is indignant. 

[To the Envoy] Do not allow yourself to be put down by this lady’s rude 

clamor, Ambrose. Take no notice. Proceed. 

THE ENVOY. [sternly] I will. The destiny of British civilization is at 

stake. As I was saying – where was I? 

ZOO. I don’t know. Does anybody? 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. [tactfully] You were just coming to 

the election, I think. 

THE ENVOY. [reassured] Just so. The election. Now what we want to 

know is this: ought we to dissolve in August, or put it off until next 

spring? 

ZOO. Dissolve? In what? [Thunder.] Oh! My fault this time. That 

means that the oracle understands you, and desires me to hold my 

tongue. 

THE ENVOY. [fervently] I thank the oracle. 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. Before the oracle replies, I should 

like to be allowed to state a few of the reasons why, in my opinion, the 

Government should hold on until the spring. In the first – 

Terrific lightning and thunder. The Elderly Gentleman is knocked flat; 

but as he immediately sits up again dazedly it is clear that he is none 

the worse for the shock. The Envoy’s hat is blown off; but he seizes it 

just as it quits his temples, and holds it on with both hands. He is 

recklessly drunk, but quite articulate, as he seldom speaks in public 

without taking stimulants beforehand. 
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THE ENVOY. [taking one hand from his hat to make a gesture of 

stilling the tempest] That’s enough. We know how to take a hint. I’ll put 

the case in three words. I am the leader of the Potterbill party. My party 

is in power. I am Prime Minister. The Opposition – the Rotterjacks – 

have won every bye-election for the last six months. They – 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. [scrambling heatedly to his feet] Not 

by fair means. By bribery, by misrepresentation, by pandering to the 

vilest prejudices [muttered thunder] – I beg your pardon [he is silent]. 

THE ENVOY. Never mind the bribery and lies. The oracle knows all 

about that. The point is that though our five years will not expire until 

the year after next, our majority will be eaten away at the bye-elections 

by about Easter. We can’t wait: we must start some question that will 

excite the public, and go to the country on it. But some of us say do it 

now. Others say wait til the spring. We can’t make up our minds one 

way or the other. Which would you advise? 

ZOO. But what is the question that is to excite your public? 

THE ENVOY. That doesn’t matter. I don’t know yet. We will find a 

question all right enough. The oracle can foresee the future: we cannot. 

[Thunder.] What does that mean? What have I done now? 

ZOO. [severely] How often must you be told that we cannot foresee the 

future? There is no such thing as the future until it is the present. 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. Allow me to point out, madam, that 

when the Potterbill party sent to consult the oracle fifteen years ago, the 

oracle prophesied that the Potterbills would be victorious at the General 

Election; and they were. So it is evident that the oracle can foresee the 

future, and is sometimes willing to reveal it. 
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THE ENVOY. Quite true. Thank you, Poppa. I appeal now, over your 

head, young woman, direct to the August Oracle, to repeat the signal 

favor conferred on my illustrious predecessor, Sir Fuller Eastwind, and 

to answer me exactly as he was answered. 

The oracle raises her hands to command silence. 

ALL. Sh-sh-sh! 

Invisible trombones utter three solemn blasts in the manner of Die 

Zauberflöte. 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. May I – 

ZOO. [quickly] Hush. The oracle is going to speak. 

THE ORACLE. Go home, poor fool. 

The Oracle vanishes; and the atmosphere changes to prosaic daylight. 

Zoo comes off the railing; throws off her robe; makes a bundle of it; 

and tucks it under her arm. The magic and mystery are gone. The 

Envoy and the Elderly Gentleman stare at one another helplessly. 

ZOO. The same reply, word for word, that your illustrious predecessor, 

as you call him, got fifteen years ago. You asked for it; and you got it. 

And just think of all the important questions you might have asked. She 

would have answered them, you know. It is always like that. I will go 

and arrange to have you sent home: you can wait for me in the entrance 

hall [she goes out]. 

THE ENVOY. What possessed me to ask for the same answer old 

Eastwind got? 
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THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. But it was not the same answer. The 

answer to Eastwind was an inspiration to our party for years. It won us 

the election. I know it word-for-word: “When Britain was cradled in the 

west, the east wind hardened her and made her great. Whilst the east 

wind prevails Britain shall prosper. The east wind shall wither 

Britain’s enemies in the day of contest. Let the Rotterjacks look to it.” 

THE ENVOY. The old man invented that. I see it all. He was a 

doddering old ass when he came to consult the oracle. The oracle 

naturally said “Go home, poor fool.” There was no sense in saying that 

to me; but as that girl said, I asked for it. What else could the poor old 

chap do but fake up an answer fit for publication? There were whispers 

about it; but nobody believed them. I believe them now. 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. Oh, I cannot admit that Sir Fuller 

Eastwind was capable of such a fraud. 

THE ENVOY. He was capable of anything: I knew his private 

secretary. And now what are we going to say? You don’t suppose I am 

going back to Baghdad to tell the British Empire that the oracle called 

me a fool, do you? 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. Surely we must tell the truth, 

however painful it may be to our feelings. 

THE ENVOY. I am not thinking of my feelings: I am not so selfish as 

that, thank God. I am thinking of the country: of our party. The truth, as 

you call it, would put the Rotterjacks in for the next twenty years. It 

would be the end of me politically. Not that I care for that: I am only 

too willing to retire if you can find a better man. Don’t hesitate on my 

account. 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. No, Ambrose: you are indispensable. 

There is no one else. 
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THE ENVOY. Very well, then. What are you going to do? 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. My dear Ambrose, you are the leader 

of the party, not I. What are yo u  going to do? 

THE ENVOY. I am going to tell the exact truth; that’s what I’m going 

to do. Do you take me for a liar? 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. [puzzled] Oh. I beg your pardon. I 

understood you to say – 

THE ENVOY. [cutting him short] You understood me to say that I am 

going back to Baghdad to tell the British electorate that the oracle 

repeated to me, word for word, what it said to Sir Fuller Eastwind 

fifteen years ago. And you will bear me out, if you are an honest man. 

Come on. 

He goes out. 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. [left alone and shrinking into an old 

and desolate figure] What am I to do? I am a most perplexed and 

wretched man. [He falls on his knees, and stretches his hands in 

entreaty over the abyss.] I invoke the oracle. I cannot go back and 

connive at a blasphemous lie. I implore guidance. 

The Pythoness walks in on the gallery behind him, and touches him on 

the shoulder. Her size is now natural. Her face is hidden by her hood. 

He flinches as if from an electric shock; turns to her; and cowers, 

covering his eyes in terror. 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. No: not close to me. I’m afraid I can’t 

bear it. 
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THE ORACLE. [with grave pity] Come: look at me. I am my natural 

size now: what you saw there was only a foolish picture of me thrown 

on a cloud by a lantern. How can I help you? 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. My son-in-law wants me to go back 

and lie about your answer. I cannot go. I cannot live among people to 

whom nothing is real. I have become incapable of it through my stay 

here. I implore to be allowed to stay. 

THE ORACLE. My friend: if you stay with us you will die of 

discouragement. 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. If I go back I shall die of disgust and 

despair. I take the nobler risk. I beg you, do not cast me out. 

He catches her robe and holds her. 

THE ORACLE. Take care. I have been here one hundred and seventy 

years. Your death does not mean to me what it means to you. 

THE ELDERLY GENTLEMAN. It is the meaning of life, not of death, 

that makes banishment so terrible to me. 

THE ORACLE. Be it so, then. You may stay. 

She offers him her hands. He grasps them and raises himself a little by 

clinging to her. She looks steadily into his face. He stiffens; a little 

convulsion shakes him; his grasp relaxes; and he falls dead. 

THE ORACLE. [looking down at the body] Poor shortlived thing! What 

else could I do for you? 

FIN. 
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This collection includes alternate versions of three of the most 

important plays written by Dublin-born, Nobel Prize-winning 

playwright Bernard Shaw. Man and Superman (1903) is a 

romantic comedy which explores Shaw’s unorthodox views 

regarding politics, spirituality, and gender; the text included here 

is Shaw’s abridged three-act version of the play first performed 

by the Stage Society at London’s Royal Court Theatre in 1905. 

Fanny’s First Play (1911) – which reflects Shaw’s feminist views – 

was the playwright’s first major commercial success; this volume 

contains Shaw’s abridged version from 1916, which enabled 

Charles Macdona’s troupe of players to mount the show twice each 

evening. And Tragedy of an Elderly Gentleman (1921) – the fourth 

play in Shaw’s Back to Methuseleh cycle – is a science fiction work 

and one of only three plays which Shaw set in his native Ireland; 

the two-act version included here was abridged by 

lecturer/dramaturge David Clare and was first produced at Dalkey 

Castle near one of Shaw’s childhood homes in 2012. 
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