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FI RST ACT

SCENE

Morni ng-roomin Algernon's flat in Half-Mon Street. The roomis
luxuriously and artistically furnished. The sound of a piano is

heard in the adjoi ning room

[LANE is arranging afternoon tea on the table, and after the nusic

has ceased, ALGERNON enters.]

ALCERNON. Did you hear what | was playing, Lane?

LANE. | didn't think it polite to listen, sir.

ALCGERNON. I'msorry for that, for your sake. | don't play



accurately - any one can play accurately - but | play with
wonder ful expression. As far as the piano is concerned, sentinent

is my forte. | keep science for Life.

LANE. Yes, sir.

ALCGERNON. And, speaking of the science of Life, have you got the

cucunber sandwi ches cut for Lady Bracknell?

LANE. Yes, sir. [Hands themon a salver.]

ALGERNON. [Inspects them takes two, and sits down on the sofa.]
n! . . . by the way, Lane, | see fromyour book that on Thursday
ni ght, when Lord Shoreman and M. Worthing were dining with ne,

ei ght bottles of chanpagne are entered as havi ng been consuned.

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

ALGERNON. Way is it that at a bachelor's establishment the
servants invariably drink the chanpagne? | ask nerely for

i nformati on.

LANE. | attribute it to the superior quality of the wine, sir. |
have often observed that in married househol ds the chanpagne is

rarely of a first-rate brand.

ALCERNON. Good heavens! |Is nmarriage so denoralising as that?
LANE. | believe it IS a very pleasant state, sir. | have had very
little experience of it nyself up to the present. | have only been

married once. That was in consequence of a mi sunderstandi ng

bet ween mysel f and a young person

ALGERNON. [Languidly.] | don't know that | am nuch interested in



your fanmily life, Lane.

LANE. No, sir; it is not a very interesting subject. | never

think of it myself.

ALCERNON. Very natural, | amsure. That will do, Lane, thank you

LANE. Thank you, sir. [LANE goes out.]

ALCERNON. Lanes views on marriage seem sonewhat lax. Really, if
the | ower orders don't set us a good exanple, what on earth is the
use of then? They seem as a class, to have absolutely no sense of

nmoral responsibility.

[ Enter LANE. ]

LANE. M. Ernest Wbrthing.

[Enter JACK. ]

[ LANE goes out. ]

ALGERNON. How are you, ny dear Ernest? What brings you up to

t own?

JACK. Onh, pleasure, pleasure! Wat else should bring one

anywhere? Eating as usual, | see, Al gy!

ALGERNON. [Stiffly.] | believe it is customary in good society to
take sonme slight refreshnent at five o' clock. Where have you been

since | ast Thursday?

JACK. [Sitting down on the sofa.] |In the country.



ALGERNON. \What on earth do you do there?

JACK. [Pulling off his gloves.] Wen one is in town one anuses
oneself. Wen one is in the country one anuses other people. It

i s excessively boring.

ALCGERNON. And who are the people you anuse?

JACK. JAirily.] ©h, neighbours, neighbours.

ALCGERNON. Got nice neighbours in your part of Shropshire?

JACK. Perfectly horrid! Never speak to one of them

ALCERNON. How i mrensely you nust amuse theml [ Goes over and takes

sandwi ch.] By the way, Shropshire is your county, is it not?

JACK. Eh? Shropshire? Yes, of course. Hallo! Wy all these
cups? Why cucunber sandwi ches? Wy such reckl ess extravagance in

one so young? W is conming to tea?

ALGERNON. Ch! nerely Aunt Augusta and Gaendol en.

JACK. How perfectly delightful!

ALGERNON. Yes, that is all very well; but | amafraid Aunt Augusta

won't quite approve of your being here.

JACK. May | ask why?

ALGERNON. My dear fellow, the way you flirt with Gmendolen is
perfectly disgraceful. It is alnost as bad as the way Gaendol en

flirts with you.



JACK. | amin love with Gaendolen. | have come up to town

expressly to propose to her

ALGERNON. | thought you had conme up for pleasure? . . . | call

t hat busi ness.

JACK. How utterly unromantic you are!

ALGERNON. | really don't see anything romantic in proposing. It

is very romantic to be in love. But there is nothing romantic

about a definite proposal. Wy, one may be accepted. One usually
is, | believe. Then the excitenent is all over. The very essence
of romance is uncertainty. |If ever | get married, I'll certainly

try to forget the fact

JACK. | have no doubt about that, dear Algy. The Divorce Court
was specially invented for people whose nenories are so curiously

constituted.

ALGERNON. Oh! there is no use speculating on that subject.

Di vorces are nade in Heaven - [JACK puts out his hand to take a
sandwi ch. ALCGERNON at once interferes.] Please don't touch the
cucunber sandwi ches. They are ordered specially for Aunt Augusta.

[ Takes one and eats it.]

JACK. Well, you have been eating themall the tine.

ALCERNON. That is quite a different matter. She is ny aunt.
[ Takes plate frombelow.] Have sone bread and butter. The bread
and butter is for Gaendol en. Gmendolen is devoted to bread and

butter.

JACK. [Advancing to table and helping hinself.] And very good



bread and butter it is too.

ALCGERNON. Well, ny dear fellow, you need not eat as if you were
going to eat it all. You behave as if you were married to her
already. You are not married to her already, and I don't think you

ever will be.

JACK. Wiy on earth do you say that?

ALGERNON. Well, in the first place girls never nmarry the nen they

flirt with. Grls don't think it right.

JACK. Oh, that is nonsense!

ALGERNON. It isn't. It is a great truth. |t accounts for the
extraordi nary nunber of bachel ors that one sees all over the place.

In the second place, | don't give ny consent.

JACK. Your consent!

ALGERNON. My dear fellow, Gmendolen is ny first cousin. And
before | allow you to marry her, you will have to clear up the

whol e question of Cecily. [Rings bell.]

JACK. Cecily! What on earth do you nean? What do you nean, Al gy,

by Cecily! | don't know any one of the nanme of Cecily.

[ Enter LANE. ]

ALCGERNON. Bring nme that cigarette case M. Wirthing left in the

smoki ng-room the | ast tinme he dined here.

LANE. Yes, sir. [LANE goes out.]



JACK. Do you nean to say you have had ny cigarette case all this
time? | wish to goodness you had let me know. | have been witing
frantic letters to Scotland Yard about it. | was very nearly

offering a large reward

ALGERNON. Well, | wish you would offer one. | happen to be nore

than usually hard up

JACK. There is no good offering a large reward now that the thing

i s found.

[Enter LANE with the cigarette case on a salver. ALGERNON takes it

at once. LANE goes out.]

ALGERNON. | think that is rather nean of you, Ernest, | nust say.
[ Opens case and exanmines it.] However, it nmakes no matter, for
now that | look at the inscription inside, |I find that the thing

isn't yours after all

JACK. O course it's mne. [Mving to him] You have seen ne
with it a hundred tinmes, and you have no right whatsoever to read
what is witten inside. It is a very ungentlemanly thing to read a

private cigarette case

ALGERNON. On! it is absurd to have a hard and fast rul e about what
one should read and what one shouldn't. Mre than half of nbdern

cul ture depends on what one shoul dn't read.

JACK. | amquite aware of the fact, and | don't propose to discuss
nmodern culture. It isn't the sort of thing one should talk of in
private. | sinply want ny cigarette case back

ALCERNON. Yes; but this isn't your cigarette case. This cigarette

case is a present fromsone one of the name of Cecily, and you said



you didn't know any one of that nane.

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

ALGERNON. Your aunt!

JACK. Yes. Charnming old lady she is, too. Lives at Tunbridge

Wells. Just give it back to ne, Algy.

ALCERNON. [Retreating to back of sofa.] But why does she cal
herself little Cecily if she is your aunt and |ives at Tunbridge

Wells? [Reading.] 'Fromlittle Cecily with her fondest |ove.

JACK. [Mywving to sofa and kneeling upon it.] M dear fellow, what
on earth is there in that? Sone aunts are tall, some aunts are not
tall. That is a matter that surely an aunt nmay be allowed to
decide for herself. You seemto think that every aunt should be
exactly like your aunt! That is absurd! For Heaven's sake give ne

back nmy cigarette case. [Follows ALGERNON round the room/]

ALGERNON. Yes. But why does your aunt call you her uncle? 'From
little Cecily, with her fondest |love to her dear Uncle Jack.

There is no objection, | adnmit, to an aunt being a small aunt, but
why an aunt, no nmatter what her size nmay be, should call her own
nephew her uncle, | can't quite rmake out. Besides, your nane isn't

Jack at all; it is Ernest.

JACK. It isn't Ernest; it's Jack

ALCERNON. You have always told ne it was Ernest. | have
i ntroduced you to every one as Ernest. You answer to the nane of
Ernest. You look as if your nane was Ernest. You are the nost

earnest-1looking person | ever sawin ny life. It is perfectly



absurd your saying that your nanme isn't Ernest. It's on your
cards. Here is one of them [Taking it fromcase.] 'M. Ernest
Wrthing, B. 4, The Albany." 1'Il keep this as a proof that your
nane is Ernest if ever you attenpt to deny it to ne, or to

Gmendol en, or to any one else. [Puts the card in his pocket.]

JACK. Well, ny name is Ernest in town and Jack in the country, and

the cigarette case was given to ne in the country.

ALCERNON. Yes, but that does not account for the fact that your
smal | Aunt Cecily, who lives at Tunbridge Wlls, calls you her dear

uncle. Cone, old boy, you had nuch better have the thing out at

once.
JACK. My dear Al gy, you talk exactly as if you were a dentist. It
is very vulgar to talk Iike a dentist when one isn't a dentist. It

produces a fal se inpression,

ALGERNON. Well, that is exactly what dentists always do. Now, go
on! Tell me the whole thing. | may nmention that | have al ways
suspected you of being a confirnmed and secret Bunburyist; and | am

quite sure of it now

JACK. Bunburyist? What on earth do you nmean by a Bunburyist?

ALGERNON. I'Ill reveal to you the neaning of that inconparable
expression as soon as you are kind enough to informme why you are

Ernest in town and Jack in the country.

JACK. Well, produce ny cigarette case first.

ALCERNON. Here it is. [Hands cigarette case.] Now produce your

expl anation, and pray nake it inprobable. [Sits on sofa.]



JACK. My dear fellow, there is nothing inprobable about ny
explanation at all. |In fact it's perfectly ordinary. dd M.
Thomas Cardew, who adopted ne when | was a little boy, nade ne in
his will guardian to his grand-daughter, Mss Cecily Cardew.

Cecily, who addresses ne as her uncle fromnotives of respect that
you coul d not possibly appreciate, lives at ny place in the country

under the charge of her admirable governess, Mss Prism

ALGERNON.  Where in that place in the country, by the way?

JACK. That is nothing to you, dear boy. You are not going to be

invited . . . | may tell you candidly that the place is not in
Shropshire
ALGERNON. | suspected that, ny dear fellow | have Bunburyed all

over Shropshire on two separate occasions. Now, go on. Wy are

you Ernest in town and Jack in the country?

JACK. My dear Algy, | don't know whether you will be able to
understand ny real notives. You are hardly serious enough. Wen
one is placed in the position of guardian, one has to adopt a very
hi gh noral tone on all subjects. It's one's duty to do so. And as
a high noral tone can hardly be said to conduce very nuch to either
one's health or one's happiness, in order to get up to town | have
al ways pretended to have a younger brother of the name of Ernest,
who lives in the Al bany, and gets into the nost dreadful scrapes.

That, ny dear Algy, is the whole truth pure and sinple.

ALGERNON. The truth is rarely pure and never sinple. Mdern life
woul d be very tedious if it were either, and nodern literature a

conpl ete inpossibility!

JACK. That wouldn't be at all a bad thing.



ALCERNON. Literary criticismis not your forte, ny dear fellow.
Don't try it. You should | eave that to people who haven't been at
a University. They do it so well in the daily papers. What you
really are is a Bunburyist. | was quite right in saying you were a

Bunburyist. You are one of the nbst advanced Bunburyists | know

JACK. What on earth do you nean?

ALGERNON. You have invented a very useful younger brother called
Ernest, in order that you nay be able to conme up to town as often
as you like. | have invented an inval uabl e permanent invalid

call ed Bunbury, in order that | may be able to go down into the
country whenever | choose. Bunbury is perfectly invaluable. If it
wasn't for Bunbury's extraordinary bad health, for instance,

woul dn't be able to dine with you at WIllis's to-night, for | have

been really engaged to Aunt Augusta for nore than a week.

JACK. | haven't asked you to dine with ne anywhere to-night.
ALGERNON. | know. You are absurdly carel ess about sendi ng out
invitations. It is very foolish of you. Nothing annoys people so

much as not receiving invitations.

JACK. You had rnuch better dine with your Aunt Augusta.

ALGERNON. | haven't the snallest intention of doing anything of
the kind. To begin with, | dined there on Mnday, and once a week
is quite enough to dine with one's own relations. |In the second

pl ace, whenever | do dine there | amalways treated as a nenber of
the fanmily, and sent down with either no woman at all, or two. In
the third place, | know perfectly well whom she will place me next
to, to-night. She will place nme next Mary Farquhar, who al ways

flirts with her own husband across the dinner-table. That is not



very pleasant. |Indeed, it is not even decent . . . and that sort
of thing is enormously on the increase. The amount of women in
London who flirt with their own husbands is perfectly scandal ous.
It looks so bad. It in sinply washing one's clean linen in public.

Besi des, now that | know you to be a confirmed Bunburyist |

naturally want to talk to you about Bunburying. | want to tell you
the rul es.

JACK. |I'mnot a Bunburyist at all. |If Gaendolen accepts me, | am
going to kill ny brother, indeed | think I'Il kill himin any case.

Cecily is alittle too nuch interested in him It is rather a
bore. So | amgoing to get rid of Ernest. And | strongly advise
you to do the sane with M . . . with your invalid friend who has

t he absurd nane.

ALGERNON. Nothing will induce nme to part with Bunbury, and if you
ever get nmarried, which seens to nme extrenmely problematic, you will
be very glad to know Bunbury. A man who narries w thout know ng

Bunbury has a very tedious tinme of it.

JACK. That is nonsense. |If | marry a charnming girl |ike
Gmendol en, and she is the only girl | ever sawin ny life that |
would marry, | certainly won't want to know Bunbury.

ALGERNON. Then your wife will. You don't seemto realise, that in

married life three is conpany and two i s none.

JACK. [Sententiously.] That, nmy dear young friend, is the theory
that the corrupt French Drama has been propounding for the |ast

fifty years.

ALCERNON. Yes; and that the happy English hone has proved in half

the tine.



JACK. For heaven's sake, don't try to be cynical. |It's perfectly

easy to be cynical

ALGERNON. M dear fellow, it isn't easy to be anythi ng nowadays.
There's such a |l ot of beastly conpetition about. [The sound of an
electric bell is heard.] Ah! that nust be Aunt Augusta. Only
relatives, or creditors, ever ring in that Wagnerian manner. Now,
if | get her out of the way for ten nminutes, so that you can have
an opportunity for proposing to Gaendolen, may | dine with you to-

night at Wllis's?

JACK. | suppose so, if you want to.
ALCERNON. Yes, but you nust be serious about it. | hate people
who are not serious about nmeals. It is so shallow of them

[ Enter LANE.]

Lady Bracknell and M ss Fairfax.

[ ALGERNON goes forward to nmeet them Enter LADY BRACKNELL and

GWENDCOLEN. ]

LADY BRACKNELL. Good afternoon, dear Al gernon, | hope you are

behavi ng very wel | .

ALGERNON. |I'mfeeling very well, Aunt Augusta.

LADY BRACKNELL. That's not quite the sanme thing. |In fact the two
things rarely go together. [Sees JACK and bows to himwth icy

col dness. ]

ALGERNON. [To GAENDOLEN.] Dear me, you are smart!



GMENDOLEN. | am always smart! Am| not, M. Wrthing?

JACK. You're quite perfect, Mss Fairfax.

GMAENDOLEN. Oh! | hope | amnot that. It would | eave no room for
devel opnents, and | intend to develop in nmany directions.

[ GAENDCLEN and JACK sit down together in the corner.]

LADY BRACKNELL. |'msorry if we are a little late, Al gernon, but I
was obliged to call on dear Lady Harbury. | hadn't been there
since her poor husband's death. | never saw a wonman so altered;
she | ooks quite twenty years younger. And now |'ll have a cup of

tea, and one of those nice cucunber sandw ches you prom sed ne.

ALCERNON. Certainly, Aunt Augusta. |[Goes over to tea-table.]

LADY BRACKNELL. Won't you cone and sit here, Gaendol en?

GMENDOLEN. Thanks, mamma, |'mquite confortable where | am

ALCERNON. [Picking up enpty plate in horror.] Good heavens!
Lane! Wy are there no cucunber sandwi ches? | ordered them

speci al | y.

LANE. [Gavely.] There were no cucunbers in the market this

morning, sir. | went down tw ce

AL GERNON. No cucunbers

LANE. No, sir. Not even for ready noney.

ALCERNON. That will do, Lane, thank you



