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How He Lied to Her Husband:
Shaw’s Experiment

with a One-act Comedy
Nicholas R. Williams

In my discussion of Shaw’s short play How He Lied
to Her Husband (1904) at the Nagoya conference
in June of last year, I considered whether this play
should best be considered as a satire or parody
of a typical comedy of the period. The answer I
concluded was probably both. The play works in
both ways to satirize a segment of privileged London
society represented by a bored married woman and
her wealthy husband, with the plot complication
created by the wife’s young lover who wants to
elope with her. At the same time the play parodies
the use made by the commercial theatre of a mildly
erotic situation. Shaw is taking the old Victorian
melodrama plot of the unfaithful wife being
confronted by an aggrieved husband and turning it
into a light comedy bordering on farce.

Shaw confirms my suspicion of the play’s
intention in his brief Preface to the play’s published
edition. He writes: “Trifling as [the play] is, I print
as an example of what can be done with even the
most hackneyed stage framework by filling it with
an observed touch of actual humanity instead of
doctrinaire romanticism. Nothing is staler than the
situation of husband, wife, and lover, or the fun
of knockabout farce. I have taken both and got an
original play out of them ---” In explanation, the
“actual humanity” lies in the precise nature of the
husband’s attitude to his wife’s frequent affairs: he
actually welcomes them as evidence of his wife’s
obvious attraction. “Doctrinaire romanticism” refers
to the kind of popular “society” melodrama that
would have made so much more of the pathos of a
woman’s love for a young poet. How He Lied is a
comedy with much sharper teeth.

Shaw hints at the satirical edge that makes his
little comedy worthy of our attention. His description
of a room in the Bompas’ flat in the Cromwell
Road in the South Kensington district of London
makes it plain that Shaw was not simply writing
to entertain. “The room is furnished in the most
approved South Kensington fashion; that is, it is
as like a shop window as possible, and is intended
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to demonstrate the social position and spending
powers of its owners, and not in the least to make
them comfortable.” Here, Shaw is preparing the
audience for what motivates the husband Bompas to
behave in such an unpredictable manner in actually
rewarding the young poet, Apjohn, for writing poetry
in adoration of his wife, Aurora. In these terms,
Bompas’ fury at Apjohn’s denying that he wrote the
poems to her becomes coherent and admissible as a
kind of social logic. Shaw is satirizing the bourgeois
marriage as ulterior in motivation, from the
husband’s point of view. Aurora has become part of
Bompas’ self-esteem by enhancing his status among
his peer group.

The play concludes with Shaw’s finger pointing at
the play’s title. When Bompas finally offers to have
Apjohn’s poetry published at his expense (an offer
he has already made to other admirers of Aurora),
he asks the young poet what the “volume” should be
called, Apjohn with obvious irony, replies “How He
Lied to Her Husband” . Shaw’s underlying critique
is that lying to protect Aurora’s reputation to her
husband is what should happen according to the
“doctrinaire romanticism” of the conventional play.
But this code of behavior has no longer any point
to it in the moral decay of society as represented by
Bompas and his wife.
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Joan’s Art of Encouragement in Saint Joan
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THE CAPTAIN [woodenly enduring her
embrace] How can you be Ariadne? You
are a middle-aged woman: well preserved,
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madam, but no longer young.

LADY UTTERWORD. But think of all the
years and years [ have been away, Papa. I
have had to grow old, like other people.

THE CAPTAIN [disengaging himself] You
should grow out of kissing strange men:
they may be striving to attain the seventh
degree of concentration.

LADY UTTERWORD. But I'm your daughter.
You havnt seen me for years.
THE CAPTAIN. So much the worse!
is how I have come to think my absent
daughter Ariadne a perfect fiend; so do
not try to ingratiate yourself here by

impersonating her ( .
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“Forty Years of the Bernard Shaw Society of

Japan”

Hisashi Morikawa. “John Bull’s Other Island:
Wagnerian Allegory of Economic Imperialism”

Nicholas R. Williams. “How He Lied to Her
Husband: Shaw’s experiment with a one-act
comedy”

Michiyo Yamaguchi. “The Shaw Alphabet and
Shorthand”
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“The Politics of Humor: The Reality of Ireland
in John Bull's Other Island”
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“Eliza’s Self-Formation in Society and
Sociability”
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““Creative Evolution’ in Heartbreak House”
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“The Twilight of the Goddess: Mrs Patrick
Campbell in Later Life”
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"Ceaser and Cleopatra (2%} % VALGENE L, ¢
Ay &L THOY =% —; “Creative Evolution”
in Caesar and Cleopatra: Caesar as a “Superman”
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“The Philosopher and the Playwright: The
Relationship between Tetsuro Watsuji and Bernard
Shaw.” (The Fourth International Shaw Society
Conference: “Shaw Without Borders.” Guelph,

Ontario, Canada: 201147 H)
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1) “Widowers’ Houses: Shaw’s Spin on Das
Rheingold,” SHAW: The Annual of Bernard Shaw
Studies, Vol.31. Pennsylvania State UP, 2011: 46-58.

2) “Forty Years of the Bernard Shaw Society of
Japan,” SHAW 31: 230-33.
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“Forty Years of the Bernard Shaw Society of Japan”
(The Fourth International Shaw Society Conference:
“Shaw Without Borders.” Guelph, Ontario, Canada:
20114E7H)
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