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THE HAPPY PRINCE

High above the city, on a tall column, stood the statue 

of the Happy Prince. He was gilded all over with thin 

leaves of fi ne gold, for eyes he had two bright sapphires, 

and a large red ruby glowed on his sword-hilt.

He was very much admired indeed. “He is as beauti-

ful as a weathercock,” remarked one of the Town Coun-

cillors who wished to gain a reputation for having artis-

tic tastes; “only not quite so useful,” he added, fearing 

lest people should think him unpractical, which he 

really was not.

“Why can’t you be like the Happy Prince?” asked a 

sensible mother of her little boy who was crying for the 

moon. “Th e Happy Prince never dreams of crying for 

anything.”

“I am glad there is some one in the world who is quite 

happy,” muttered a disappointed man as he gazed at the 

wonderful statue.

“He looks just like an angel,” said the Charity Chil-

dren as they came out of the cathedral in their bright 

scarlet cloaks and their clean white pinafo res.
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“How do you know?” said the Mathematical Master, 

“you have never seen one.”

“Ah! but we have, in our dreams,” answered the chil-

dren; and the Mathematical Master frowned and looked 

very severe, for he did not approve of children dreaming.

One night there fl ew over the city a little Swallow. His 

friends had gone away to Egypt six weeks before, but he 

had stayed behind, for he was in love with the most beau-

tiful Reed. He had met her early in the spring as he was 

fl ying down the river after a big yellow moth, and had 

been so attracted by her slender waist that he had stopped 

to talk to her.

“Shall I love you?” said the Swallow, who liked to 

come to the point at once, and the Reed made him a low 

bow. So he fl ew round and round her, touching the water 

with his wings, and making silver ripples. Th is was his 

courtship, and it lasted all through the summer.

“It is a ridiculous attachment,” twittered the other 

Swallows; “she has no money, and far too many relations”; 

and indeed the river was quite full of Reeds. Th en, when 

the autumn came they all fl ew away.

After they had gone he felt lonely, and began to tire 

of his lady-love. “She has no conversation,” he said, “and 

I am afraid that she is a coquette, for she is always fl irt-

ing with the wind.” And certainly, whenever the wind 

blew, the Reed made the most graceful curtseys. “I ad-

mit that she is domestic,” he continued, “but I love trav-

elling, and my wife, consequently, should love travelling 

also.”

“Will you come away with me?” he said fi nally to her; 

but the Reed shook her head, she was so attached to her 

home.
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“You have been trifl ing with me,” he cried. “I am off  

to the Pyramids. Good-bye!” and he fl ew away.

All day long he fl ew, and at night-time he arrived at 

the city. “Where shall I put up?” he said; “I hope the town 

has made preparations.”

Th en he saw the statue on the tall column.

“I will put up there,” he cried; “it is a fi ne position, 

with plenty of fresh air.” So he alighted just between the 

feet of the Happy Prince.

“I have a golden bedroom,” he said softly to him-

self as he looked round, and he prepared to go to sleep; 

but just as he was putting his head under his wing a lar-

ge drop of water fell on him. “What a curious thing!” 

he cried; “there is not a single cloud in the sky, the stars 

are quite clear and bright, and yet it is raining. Th e cli-

mate in the north of Europe is really dreadful. Th e Reed 

used to like the rain, but that was merely her selfi sh-

ness.”

Th en another drop fell.

“What is the use of a statue if it cannot keep the rain 

off ?” he said; “I must look for a good chimney-pot,” and he 

determined to fl y away.

But before he had opened his wings, a third drop fell, 

and he looked up, and saw — Ah! what did he see?

Th e eyes of the Happy Prince were fi lled with tears, 

and tears were running down his golden cheeks. His face 

was so beautiful in the moonlight that the little Swal-

low was fi lled with pity.

“Who are you?” he said.

“I am the Happy Prince.”

“Why are you weeping then?” asked the Swallow; “you 

have quite drenched me.”
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“When I was alive and had a human heart,” answered 
the statue, “I did not know what tears were, for I lived in 
the Palace of Sans-Souci1, where sorrow is not allowed to 
enter. In the daytime I played with my companions in the 
garden, and in the evening I led the dance in the Great 
Hall. Round the garden ran a very lofty wall, but I never 
cared to ask what lay beyond it, everything about me was 
so beautiful. My courtiers called me the Happy Prince, 
and happy indeed I was, if pleasure be happiness. So I 
lived, and so I died. And now that I am dead they have set 
me up here so high that I can see all the ugliness and all 
the misery of my city, and though my heart is made of lead 
yet I cannot choose but weep.”

“What! is he not solid gold?” said the Swallow to him-
self. He was too polite to make any personal remarks out 
loud.

“Far away,” continued the statue in a low musical 
voice, “far away in a little street there is a poor house. One 
of the windows is open, and through it I can see a woman 
seated at a table. Her face is thin and worn, and she has 
coarse, red hands, all pricked by the needle, for she is a 
seamstress. She is embroidering passion-fl owers on a satin 
gown for the loveliest of the Queen’s maids-of-honour to 
wear at the next Court-ball. In a bed in the corner of the 
room her little boy is lying ill. He has a fever, and is asking 
for oranges. His mother has nothing to give him but river 
water, so he is crying. Swallow, Swallow, little Swallow, will 
you not bring her the ruby out of my sword-hilt? My feet 
are fastened to this pedestal and I cannot move.”

“I am waited for in Egypt,” said the Swallow. “My 
friends are fl ying up and down the Nile, and talking to the 

1 Sans souci (Fr.) — literally: free from care. (Here and hence-
forward — the editor’s notes)
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“Th e Happy Prince” 

Th e illustration by Walter Crane (1845—1915) for the 

fi rst edition of Oscar Wilde’s fairytales
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large lotus-fl owers. Soon they will go to sleep in the tomb 

of the great King. Th e King is there himself in his painted 

coffi  n. He is wrapped in yellow linen, and embalmed with 

spices. Round his neck is a chain of pale green jade, and 

his hands are like withered leaves.”

“Swallow, Swallow, little Swallow,” said the Prince, 

“will you not stay with me for one night, and be my mes-

senger? Th e boy is so thirsty, and the mother so sad.”

“I don’t think I like boys,” answered the Swallow. 

“Last summer, when I was staying on the river, there were 

two rude boys, the miller’s sons, who were always throw-

ing stones at me. Th ey never hit me, of course; we swal-

lows fl y far too well for that, and besides, I come of a fam-

ily famous for its agility; but still, it was a mark of disre-

spect.”

But the Happy Prince looked so sad that the little 

Swallow was sorry. “It is very cold here,” he said; “but 

I will stay with you for one night, and be your messen-

ger.”

“Th ank you, little Swallow,” said the Prince.

So the Swallow picked out the great ruby from the 

Prince’s sword, and fl ew away with it in his beak over the 

roofs of the town.

He passed by the cathedral tower, where the white 

marble angels were sculptured. He passed by the palace 

and heard the sound of dancing. A beautiful girl came out 

on the balcony with her lover. “How wonderful the stars 

are,” he said to her, “and how wonderful is the power of 

love!”

“I hope my dress will be ready in time for the State-

ball,” she answered; “I have ordered passion-fl owers 

to be embroidered on it; but the seamstresses are so 

lazy.”
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THE STAR-CHILD

Once upon a time two poor Woodcutters were mak-

ing their way home through a great pine-forest. It was 

winter, and a night of bitter cold. Th e snow lay thick upon 

the ground, and upon the branches of the trees: the frost 

kept snapping the little twigs on either side of them, as 

they passed: and when they came to the Mountain-Tor-

rent she was hanging motionless in air, for the Ice-King 

had kissed her.

So cold was it that even the animals and the birds did 

not know what to make of it.

“Ugh!” snarled the Wolf, as he limped through the 

brushwood with his tail between his legs, “this is perfect-

ly monstrous weather. Why doesn’t the Government look 

to it?”

“Weet! weet! weet!” twittered the green Linnets, “the 

old Earth is dead, and they have laid her out in her white 

shroud.”

“Th e Earth is going to be married, and this is her 

bridal dress,” whispered the Turtledoves to each other. 

Th eir little pink feet were quite frost-bitten, but they felt 

To Miss Margot Tennant 

(Mrs. Asquith)
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that it was their duty to take a romantic view of the situa-

tion.

“Nonsense!” growled the Wolf. “I tell you that it is all 

the fault of the Government, and if you don’t believe me I 

shall eat you.” Th e Wolf had a tho rou ghly practical mind, 

and was never at a loss for a good argument.

“Well, for my own part,” said the Woodpecker, who 

was a born philosopher, “I don’t care an atomic theory for 

explanations. If a thing is so, it is so, and at present it is 

terribly cold.”

Terribly cold it certainly was. Th e little Squirrels, who 

lived inside the tall fi r-tree, kept rubbing each other’s 

noses to keep themselves warm, and the Rabbits curled 

themselves up in their holes, and did not venture even to 

look out of doors. Th e only people who seemed to enjoy it 

were the great horned Owls. Th eir feathers were quite stiff  

with rime, but they did not mind, and they rolled their 

large yellow eyes, and called out to each other across the 

forest, “Tu-whit! Tu-whoo! Tu-whit! Tu-whoo! what de-

lightful weather we are having!”

On and on went the two Woodcutters, blowing lust-

ily upon their fi ngers, and stamping with their huge iron-

shod boots upon the caked snow. Once they sank into a 

deep drift, and came out as white as millers are, when the 

stones are grinding; and once they slipped on the hard 

smooth ice where the marsh-water was frozen, and their 

faggots fell out of their bundles, and they had to pick them 

up and bind them together again; and once they thought 

that they had lost their way, and a great terror seized on 

them, for they knew that the Snow is cruel to those who 

sleep in her arms. But they put their trust in the good 

Saint Martin, who watches over all travellers, and re-

traced their steps, and went warily, and at last they 
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reached the outskirts of the forest, and saw, far down in 

the valley beneath them, the lights of the village in which 

they dwelt.

So overjoyed were they at their deliverance that they 

laughed aloud, and the Earth seemed to them like a fl ow-

er of silver, and the Moon like a fl ower of gold.

Yet, after that they had laughed they became sad, for 

they remembered their poverty, and one of them said to 

the other, “Why did we make merry, seeing that life is for 

the rich, and not for such as we are? Better that we had 

died of cold in the forest, or that some wild beast had 

fallen upon us and slain us.”

“Truly,” answered his companion, “much is given to 

some, and little is given to others. Injustice has parcelled 

out the world, nor is there equal division of aught save of 

sorrow.”

But as they were bewailing their misery to each other 

this strange thing happened. Th ere fell from heaven a very 

bright and beautiful star. It slipped down the side of the 

sky, passing by the other stars in its course, and, as they 

watched it wondering, it seemed to them to sink behind a 

clump of willow-trees that stood hard by a little sheepfold 

no more than a stone’s throw away.

“Why! there is a crock of gold for whoever fi nds it,” 

they cried, and they set to and ran, so eager were they for 

the gold.

And one of them ran faster than his mate, and out-

stripped him, and forced his way through the willows, and 

came out on the other side, and lo! there was indeed a 

thing of gold lying on the white snow. So he hastened to-

wards it, and stooping down placed his hands upon it, and 

it was a cloak of golden tissue, curiously wrought with 

stars, and wrapped in many folds. And he cried out to his 
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comrade that he had found the treasure that had fallen 

from the sky, and when his comrade had come up, they sat 

them down in the snow, and loosened the folds of the 

cloak that they might divide the pieces of gold. But, alas! 

no gold was in it, nor silver, nor, indeed, treasure of any 

kind, but only a little child who was asleep.

And one of them said to the other: “Th is is a bitter 

ending to our hope, nor have we any good fortune, for 

what doth a child profi t to a man? Let us leave it here, 

and go our way, seeing that we are poor men, and have 

children of our own whose bread we may not give to an-

other.”

But his companion answered him: “Nay, but it were 

an evil thing to leave the child to perish here in the snow, 

and though I am as poor as thou art, and have many 

mouths to feed, and but little in the pot, yet will I bring it 

home with me, and my wife shall have care of it.”

So very tenderly he took up the child, and wrapped 

the cloak around it to shield it from the harsh cold, and 

made his way down the hill to the village, his comrade 

marvelling much at his foolishness and softness of 

heart.

And when they came to the village, his comrade said 

to him, “Th ou hast the child, therefore give me the cloak, 

for it is meet that we should share.”

But he answered him: “Nay, for the cloak is neither 

mine nor thine, but the child’s only,” and he bade him 

Godspeed, and went to his own house and kno cked.

And when his wife opened the door and saw that her 

husband had returned safe to her, she put her arms round 

his neck and kissed him, and took from his back the 

bundle of faggots, and brushed the snow off  his boots, and 

bade him come in.
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