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THE BIRTHDAY OF THE INFANTA
Oscar Wilde

It was the birthday of the Infanta. She was just twelve
years old and the sun was shining brightly in the gardens of
the palace.

Although she was a real Princess and the Infanta of
Spain, she had only one birthday every year, just likes
children of poor people. So it was naturally important to
the entire country that she have a really fine day for the
occasion. And it was.

The little Princess walked up and down the terrace with
her companions, and played at hide and seek!. On ordinary 10
days she was only allowed to play with children of her own
~ rank, so she always had to play alone. But her birthday was
an exception, and the King had said she could invite any of
her young friends to come and play with her.

From the window in the palace the sad melancholy King s
watched them. Behind him stood his brother, Don Pedro of
Aragon, whom he hated. The King was even sadder than
usual, for as he looked at the Infanta playing, or laughing
behind her fan? at the severe Duchess of Alburquerque who
always accompanied her, he thought of the young Queen, 2
her mother. She had come only a short time before — so it
seemed to him — from the gay country of France, and had

1. Hide and seek : game where one person hides and the others find
him.

2. Fan : instrument for producing air that is held in a hand and
moved.



faded away in the sombre splendour of the Spanish court.
She had died just six months after the birth of her child.

To-day he seemed to see her again, as he had seen her
first at the Castle of Fontainebleau, when he was just

s fifteen years old, and she still younger. Later on had
followed the marriage, at Burgos, a small town on the
frontier between the two countries. Then the grand public
arrival into Madrid with the habitual high mass at the
Church of La Atocha. And finally an unusually solemn

1wauto-da-fé, in which nearly three hundred heretics, most of
them English, were burned.

Certainly he had loved her passionately. He had
forgotten all affairs of State and had never realized that the
extravagant ceremonies he organized to please her only

15 aggravated her strange malady. When she died, he was, for a
time, like one struck by folly. He would surely have
abdicated and gone to the Trappist monastery at Granada.
But he was afraid to leave the little Infanta with his cruel
brother who many believed had killed the Queen with a

2 pair of poisoned gloves he gave her when she visited his
castle in Aragon.

All these memories came back as he watched the Infanta
playing on the terrace. She had all the Queen’s pretty
petulance of manner, the same proud beautiful mouth, the

25 same wonderful smile as she glanced! up now and then at
the window. But the laughter of the children hurt his ears
and the sunlight mocked his sorrow. When the Infanta
looked up again the curtains had been closed and the King
had gone.

%  She made a little moue of disappointment. Surely he
could stay with her on her birthday. Had he gone to that
dark chapel, where the candles were always burning and
where she was never allowed to enter ? How silly of him,
when the sun was so bright, and everybody was so happy |

3 And he would miss the marionettes and other wonderful
things. Her uncle was much more reasonable. He had come
out on the terrace and was paying her nice compliments. So
she threw back her pretty head, and taking Don Pedro by

1. To glance : to look quickly.



the hand, walked to the other end of the garden where the
pavilion was ready for the entertainments!.

The Italian marionettes were wonderful. An African
magician followed, who brought in a large flat basket
covered with a red cloth. He put it down, took out a
curious small pipe, and blew through it. In a few moments,
the cloth began to move, and two green and gold snakes
rose slowly up, moving with the music like a plant in water.
The children, however, were frightened at these creatures,
and were much happier when the magician made tiny
orange trees grow out of the sand. And when he took the
fan of the little daughter of the Marquess de Las-Torres,
and changed it into a blue bird, they were completely
enchanted.

A group of handsome bohemians then advanced and sat
down. They began to play softly on their guitars, singing a
soft melody. When they saw Don Pedro, they frowned? at
him, for only two weeks before he had ordered two of their
group to be hanged for sorcery. But the pretty Infanta
charmed them, and they felt certain that someone so lovely
as she could never be cruel to anybody. After the music
they disappeared for a moment and came back leading a
brown bear® by a chain. The bear stood on his hands and
danced. The bohemians were a great success.

But the funniest part of the entire morning was the
dancing of the little Dwarf*. When he came in, on his
twisted® legs, shaking his huge head from side to side, the
children shouted with delight and the Infanta herself
laughed and laughed. The Dwarf was really quite
irresistible. Even at the Spanish Court, known for its
cultivated passion for the horrible, no one had ever seen
such a fantastic little monster.

It was his first appearance, too. Two nobles had
discovered him only the day before, running wild through

Entertainments : theatrical amusements.

To frown : to make an angry expression.
Bear : large, brown animal.

Dwarf : abnormally shaped and small person.
Twisted : not straight.
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the forest. They had carried him off to the palace as a
surprise for the Infanta. His father, a poor farmer, was more
than happy to get rid of' such an ugly and useless child.

Perhaps the most amusing thing about him was that he

5 was completely unconscious of his own appearance. Indeed,
he seemed quite happy. When the children laughed, he
laughed as freely and joyously as they did. At the end of
each dance, he bowed? to each of them. He smiled as if he
was really one of them, and not a little misshapen?® thing

1w that Nature had created for others to mock at. As for the
Infanta, she fascinated him. He could not stop looking at
her and seemed to dance for her alone. At the end of the
performance, she remembered how she had seen the great
ladies of the Court throw bouquets to famous dancers, she

15 took out of her hair the beautiful white rose and threw it to
him with her sweetest smile. He took the whole matter
quite seriously, and pressing the flower to his rough lips he
put his hand on his heart and fell on one knee in front of
her, smiling from ear to ear.

20 This made the little Infanta laugh so hard that she
continued to laugh long after the little Dwarf had run out.
She told her uncle that the dance should be immediately
repeated. But Don Pedro decided that it was time for her
birthday feast and so she gave orders that the little Dwarf

25 would dance again for her after the hour of the siesta.

When the little Dwarf heard he would dance a second
time for the Infanta because she herself had demanded it,
he was so proud he ran out into the garden, kissing the
white rose in an absurd ecstasy of pleasure.

s  The flowers were quite indignant that he dared intrude
into their beautiful home. When they saw him jumping up
and down, waving his arms above his head in a ridiculous
fashion, they could not restrain themselves.

“ He is really too ugly to be in any place where we are, »

35 cried the Tulips.

1. To get rid of : to become free of.
2. To bow : to make a reverence.
3. Misshapen : not properly formed.



“He should drink a magic potion and go to sleep for a
thousand years, » said the great Lilies.

“He is a perfect horror !” screamed the Cactus. “Heis
twisted and his head is much too large for his legs.”

“And he has got one of my best flowers,” exclaimed s
the White Rose-tree. “l gave it to the Infanta this morning
as a birthday present, and he has stolen it from her.”

But the birds liked him. They had seen him often in the
forest, dancing or eating nuts with some small animals.
They did not care that he was ugly. And he had always
been kind to them. During that terribly cold winter, when
there was no food, he had never forgotten them and always
gave them bits of bread.

So they flew round and round him, just touching his
cheek with their wings as they passed. The little Dwarf was s
so pleased he showed them all the beautiful white rose,
telling them the Infanta herself had given it to him because
she loved him.

The flowers, however, were excessively angry. “He
should certainly be kept indoors for the rest of his natural 2o



life,” they said. “Look at his twisted back and his crooked
legs, ” and they began to laugh.

But the little Dwarf knew nothing of this. He liked the
birds and thought the flowers were the most marvelous

5 things in the whole world — except, of course, the Infanta.
But she had given him the beautiful white rose, and she
loved him, and that made a difference. How he wished he
had gone back with her | She would have smiled at him,
and he would never have left her. And he would teach her

w all sorts of wonderful things. He knew the cry of every bird,
the mark of every animal. He knew all the dances of the
wind. He knew where the birds ‘built their nests and had
taken care of an entire nest of birds whose parents had been
killed. She would like those little birds, and the rabbits.

15 Yes, she must certainly come to the forest and play with
him. He would give her his own little bed, and watch
outside the window until morning, to see that no animal
harmed her. And in the morning, he would tap at the
window and wake her, and they would go out and dance

o together all day long.

But where was she ? He asked the white rose, and it
made him no answer. The whole palace seemed asleep. He
looked around for a way to get inside, and at last he
noticed a little private door that was open. He went in and

ssfound himself in a splendid hall. But the little Infanta was
not there.

The little Dwarf looked in wonder at the marvelous
tapestries, and was half-afraid to continue. But he thought
of the pretty Infanta, and took courage. He wanted to find

w0 her alone, and to tell her that he loved her too. Perhaps she
was in the next room.

He ran across the soft carpets! and opened the door.
No ! She was not here either. The room was quite empty. It
was the throne room, embroidered with gold and pearls.

3 Near the throne was the Infanta’s small chair, with its
cushion of silver cloth.

But the little Dwarf cared nothing for all this
magnificence. He would not have given his rose for all the

1. Carpet : cloth or wool put on the floor.



pearls, nor one white petal of his rose for the throne itself.
What he wanted was to see the Infanta before she went
down to the pavilion, and ask her to come away with him
when he finished his dance. Here, in the Palace, the air was
heavy, but in the forest the wind blew free. Yes : surely she
would come if only he could find her ! She would come
with him to the forest and all day he would dance for her.
He smiled at the thought and passed into the next room.

Of all the rooms, this was the brightest and the most
beautiful. The walls were covered with pink damask ; the
furniture was silver. And he was not alone. Standing under
the shadow of the doorway, at the extreme end of the
room, he saw a little figure watching him. His heart
trembled. He cried out with joy and moved out into the
sunlight. As he did so, the figure moved out also, and he
saw it plainly.

The Infanta! It was a monster, the most hideous
monster he had ever seen. Not properly formed, as all other
people were, but twisted, with twisted arms and legs, a huge
head and a mane! of black hair. The little Dwarf frowned,
the monster frowned also. He laughed, and it laughed with
him, and held its hands to its sides just as he himself was
doing. He made it a mocking reverence, and it returned him
the same reverence. He went towards it, and it came to
meet him, imitating each step that he made, and stopping
when he stopped. He shouted with amusement, and ran
forward. He reached out his hand, and the hand of the
monster touched his — it was cold as ice. He grew afraid,
and moved his hand across, and the monster’s hand
followed. He tried to go forward, but something smooth
and hard stopped him. The face of the monster was now
close to his own, and seemed full of terror. He pushed his
hair off his eyes. It imitated him. He hit at it, and it did the
same. He frowned at it, and it made hideous grimaces at
him. He pulled back, and it pulled away too.

What is it 7 He thought for a moment, and looked round
at the rest of the room. It was strange, but everything

1. Mane : hair on horse's neck.
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seemed to have its double in this invisible wall of clear
water. Yes, picture for picture was repeated, and divan for
divan. The silver Venus that stood in the sunlight held out
her arms to a Venus as lovely as herself.

s Was it Echo! ? He had called to her once in the valley,
and she had answered him word for word. Could she mock
the eye, as she mocked the voice ? Could she make a
reflected world just like the real world? Could it be
that — ?

10 He jumped up, and taking the beautiful white rose, he
turned around and kissed it. The monster had a rose of its
own, petal for petal the same ! It kissed it with the same
kisses, and pressed it to its heart with horrible gestures.

When he realized the truth, he gave a wild cry of despair,
1i5and fell sobbing? to the floor. So it was he who was
misshapen and twisted, so ugly and horrible. He himself was
the monster, and it was at him that all the children had
been laughing. The little Princess who he had thought loved
him — she too had been only mocking at his ugliness and

20 laughing at his crooked legs. Why had they not left him in
the forest, where he had no mirror to tell him how ugly he
was ? Why had his father not killed him, instead of selling
him to his shame ? The hot tears poured down his cheeks,
and he tore the white rose to pieces. The monster did the

25 same and threw the petals in the air. It lay on the ground,
and, when he looked at it, it watched him with a face filled
with pain. He crawled away, so he would not see it. He
crawled, like some wounded® creature, and lay there,
moaning®.

30 At that moment the Infanta herself came in with her
companions through the open window. They saw the ugly
little dwarf lying on the ground and beating the floor with
tightly closed hands, in the most fantastic and exaggerated
manner, and shouted with happy laughter and stood all

35 around and watched him.

Echo :legendary spirit who repeats what she hears.

To sob :to cry bitterly.

Wounded : damage to the body done by a knife, a gun, etc.
To moan : to cry softly.
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“His dancing was funny,” said the Infanta; “but his
acting is funnier still. Indeed he is almost as good as the
marionettes.” And she applauded.

But the little Dwarf never looked up. His sobs grew
softer and softer, and suddenly he gave a curious cry and s
held his side. And then he fell back again, and lay quite
still.

“That is capital,” said the Infanta, after a moment,
“but now you must dance for me.”

“Yes,” cried all the children, “you must get up and w
dance, for you are as ridiculous as a monkey.”

But the little Dwarf made no answer.

And the Infanta called out to her uncle, who was walking
on the terraces with a Minister. “My funny little dwarf
doesn’t answer me,” she cried. “You must wake him up, 15
and tell him to dance for me.”

They smiled at each other and walked in. Don Pedro
bent down and slapped' the Dwarf on the cheek with his
embroidered glove. “You must dance,” he said, “petit
monstre. You must dance. The Infanta of Spain wishes to 20
be amused.”

But the little Dwarf never moved.

“He will be beaten,” said Don Pedro, as he went back
to the terrace. But the Minister looked serious, and he bent
down near the little Dwarf and put his hand upon his heart. 25
After a few moments he got up, and said to the Infanta :

“Mi bella Princesa, your funny little dwarf will never
dance again. It is a pity, for he is so ugly he might even have
made the King smile.”

“But why will he not dance again ?” asked the Infanta. s

“Because his heart is broken,” answered the Minister.

And the Infanta frowned, and her pretty red lips turned
up with disdain. “In the future, let those who come to play
with me have no hearts,” she cried, and she ran into the
garden. 35

1. To slap : to hit with an open hand.



THE WITHERED! ARM
Thomas Hardy

1/ A Solitary Milkmaid?

It was six o'clock in the evening, and sixty of the eighty
cows had already been milked. So there was time for some
conversation.

“He’s bringing home his new wife tomorrow, | hear,”

ssaid a milking-woman, whose face was buried in the side of
the cow.

“Has anybody seen her 7 said another.

“No,” answered the first. “But they say she's
rosy-faced and pretty enough,” she continued, looking at

owhere a thin, pale woman of about thirty milked apart
from the rest.

Nothing more was said about Farmer Lodge, but the first
woman murmured under her cow to her neighbour, “lt’s
hard for her,” signifying the thin milkmaid already

15 mentioned.

When the milking was done, they washed their pails? and
then left for their various directions home. The thin woman
was met by a boy of twelve or so, and together they also
went away through the field.

20 “They’ve just been saying that your father is bringing his
young wife home today,” the woman observed. “I shall
want to send you for a few things to market. You'll be sure
to meet them.”

1. Withered : dried up, like an old flower.
2. Milkmaid : woman who milks cows.
3. Pail . cylindrical vessel with a handle.

12



“Yes, mother,” said the boy. “ls father married
then 77

“Yes. You can give her a look and tell me what she’s
like.”

“Yes, mother.”

“See if she’s dark or fair, and if you can, notice if her
hands are white ; if not, see if they look as though she had
even done housework, or are milker’s hands like mine.”

2/ The Young Wife

The next evening, a handsome new carriage drove along
from Anglebury to Holmstoke. The driver was a gentieman
in the prime of life! Beside him sat a woman many years
younger — almost a girl. Her face was fresh and soft, like
light under many rose-petals.

Few people travelled this way, for it was not a main
road, and it was empty except for one small spot, which
soon turned into the figure of a boy. When the carriage
passed, he turned and looked straight at the farmer’s wife as
he walked along with the horse. The farmer, although he
seemed annoyed, did not order him away. And so the boy

preceded them, his hard stare never leaving her, until the -

top of the hill, where he left them.

“How that poor boy stared at me!” said the young
wife.

“Yes, dear ; | saw that he did.”

“He knows who we are, no doubt ?”

“0O, yes. You must expect to be stared at just at first,
my pretty Gertrude. Now then, another mile and | shall be
able to show you our house — if it is not too dark.”

Meanwhile the boy ran home. His mother was already
there and washing potatoes at the doorway.

“Well, did you see her 77

“Yes, quite clearly.”

“Is she ladylike 7 »

“Yes, and more. A lady complete.”

1. Prime of life : between 30 and 40 years old.
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“Is she young ?"

“Well, she’s grown up, and quite like a woman.”

“Of course. What colour is her hair and face 7"

«Her hair is light and her face as pretty as can be.”

5 «Her eyes, then, are not dark like mine ?”

“No — blue, and her mouth is very nice and red.”

“Is she tall 77 said the woman sharply.

“1 couldn’t see. She was sitting down.”

“Then do go to Holmstoke church tomorrow. Go early

1 and see her walk in, and come home and tell me if she’s
taller than ! .”

“Very well, mother. But why don’t you go 7”

“/ go to see her | I wouldn’t look up to her if she were
to pass my window this instant. She was with Mr. Lodge, of

15 course. What did he say or do 7"

“Nothing — as usual.”

The next day his mother put a clean shirt on the boy and
sent him off to Holmstoke church. Taking a seat near the
back, he watched the people come in. The rich Farmer

20 Lodge came nearly last ; and his young wife accompanied
him shyly, like any modest woman who appears for the
first time.

When he reached home his mother said, “Well ?”
before he had entered the room.

35 “She’s not tall. She is rather short,” he replied.

“Ah 1" said his mother with satisfaction. “That’s all
| want to hear. But you've never told me what kind of
hands she has.”

“I have never seen them. She never took off her

30 gloves.”

3/ A Vision

One night, two or three weeks later, when the boy had
gone to bed, Rhoda sat a long time in front of the dying
fire. She thought so intensely about the new wife that she
forgot the time. At last, tired with her day’s work, she too

3 retired.

14
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But the figure of the young wife did not disappear. For
the first time, Gertrude Lodge visited Rhoda in her dreams.
Rhoda Brook dreamed - since no one could believe her
when she said she really saw — that the young wife, with a
hideously transformed face, was sitting near her bed. The
blue eyes stared cruelly at her ; and then the figure put out
its left hand so that the wedding ring shone in Rhoda’s
eyes. Nearly suffocated, the sleeper fought off the figure.
But it remained, pushing forward its left hand.

In a last desperate effort, Rhoda seized the left arm, and
threw it back to the floor. There was a sound, as if an
object or person had hit the floor.

“O heaven !I" she cried, sitting on the edge of the bed ;

“that was not a dream — she was here !” she could still
feel the arm in her hands, but when she looked to the floor,
there was nothing.

“What was that noise in the night, mother ?” asked her
son the next day. “You surely fell off your bed.”

“Did you hear anything fall 7 At what time ?"

“Just when the clock struck two.”

15
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She could not explain, and the two worked silently in
the house. Between eleven and twelve, the garden-gate
opened. Rhoda looked up.

“Ah, she said she would come !” said the boy, also

5 looking up.

“Said so — when ? How does she know us ?”

“l have seen her and spoken to her. She asked me if
I was the poor boy she had seen her first day. She looked
at my boots and said they would not keep my feet dry

10 because they were torn. | told her | live with my mother
and she said then, I'll come and bring you some better
boots and see your mother.”

Mrs. Lodge was now near the door. The impression from
the night’s experience was still so strong that Brook

15 expected to see the old, cruel face on her. She would have
escaped if she could, but in an instant the boy had opened
the door.

“l see | have come to the right house,” said she,
looking at the boy and smiling.

20 The figure was that of the phantom ; but the voice was
so sweet, her smile so generous and tender, that Rhoda
could hardly believe her eyes. She was glad she had not run
away.

In her basket Mrs. Lodge brought the boy a pair of

% boots. When she left, a light seemed to have gone out the
door. Two days later she came again to know if the boots
fitted. And then she came a week later to see Rhoda. This
time the boy was absent.

“l hope you are well,” she said to Rhoda.

3 Rhoda said she was well enough and their conversation
became quite intimate about their strengths and
weaknesses. And when Mrs. Lodge was leaving, Rhoda said,

“I hope you will find this air agrees with you, ma'am!.»

The younger one replied that her health was good.

35 “Though there is one little thing,” she added, “that
I don’t understand.”

She uncovered her left hand and arm. Their shape was
exactly the shape of the arm in Rhoda’s dream. Under the

1. Ma’am : contraction of Madame.
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