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Jane Austen’s published works are a small and perfectly 
formed cluster of novels, with Pride and Prejudice (1813) the 
standout classic in terms of popularity and global reach. 

Zombies, vampires and werewolves have recently been built into 
Austen’s original narrative. Marvel Comics’ Pride and Prejudice 
(2011) realised the adventures of the Bennet sisters in graphic 
novel form. The 2008 mini-series Lost in Austen (directed by 
Dan Zeff) explored a ‘what if?’ scenario. What if a young, 
lonely, twenty-first century woman called Amanda travelled 
into the fictional world of Pride and Prejudice to swap places with 
Elizabeth Bennet? Much confusion, postmodern romance and 
humour ensue.

‘Mr Darcy’s shirt is coming to America!’ rang out the 
headlines in early 2016. As part of the exhibit for ‘Will and 

Jane: Shakespeare, Austen, and the Cult of Celebrity’, one of the 
(many) shirts worn by Colin Firth for the lake scene in the BBC 
1995 Pride and Prejudice (dir. Simon Langton) was displayed at 
the Folger Shakespeare Library, Washington DC, to celebrate 
what the New York Times calls ‘the continuing global Jane Austen 
pandemonium’. Somewhere among the exhibits there will be 
a few devoted to Shakespeare and his 400th anniversary, but 
mostly it’s about the shirt. 

Pride and Prejudice has huge status in literary and 
entertainment markets. It is an unassailably great novel but 
sometimes the features that make it so, and make it so versatile 
for adaptation, are overlooked due to the cult standing of those 
adaptations. Long have writers, film-makers and fans been 
interested in exploring the wider narratives of the novels, and 

Adapting 
Jane Austen
Wet shirts vs muddy hems
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Pride and Prejudice in particular. So, what are the features of 
that novel that inspire such devotion and passion worldwide? 
And what is it about Austen’s writing that provides such rich 
material for variations, prequels, sequels, imitations, spin-offs 
and mash-ups? 

Murder, blood-sucking and social mobility
Pride and Prejudice acts as a robust foundation that promotes 
creativity in others. It has led to many sequels, some 
commissioned and some independently published. Pemberley 
(1993) was one of two sequels by Emma Tennant that depict 
the Darcy marriage and the various challenges it faces. In An 
Unequal Marriage; or, Pride and Prejudice Twenty Years Later (1994) 
Tennant examines the continuing tension over Elizabeth and 

Darcy’s social differences and the outcome of their children’s 
lives, one son and one daughter. Death Comes To Pemberley 
(2011) by P. D. James creates a sensational murder plot in 
the grounds of the Darcy estate. Historical romance author 
Amanda Grange elaborated on Darcy’s character in Mr Darcy, 
Vampyre (2009), as an explanation of why he is so moody and 
difficult to reach. Internet searches show daily examples of 
new thoughts, critiques and reflections on the novel and its 
characters, including the development of stories and spin-offs 
that come under the heading of JAFF (Jane Austen Fan Fiction).

The dual narrative at the centre of the novel when Elizabeth 
and Darcy change, grow and develop as they fall in love, is a 
productive starting point for many other writers. Best-selling 
author Curtis Sittenfeld has recently written a modern-day 
Pride and Prejudice titled Eligible (2016) as part of the bicentenary 
Austen Project for reimagining the novels. Other fans, ‘Janeites’, 
simply want to explore everything from the Darcys’ honeymoon 
to further ‘what if?’ scenarios such as Colonel Fitzwilliam 
proposing to Elizabeth before Darcy, explored in The Unthinkable 
Triangle: A Pride and Prejudice Variation (2015) by Joana Starnes. 

Cinderella comes to Pemberley
The many examples of the traditional plot depicting the 
low-born woman who marries a social superior popular 
throughout the eighteenth century inspired Austen with her 
choices for the characters in Pride and Prejudice. It is the familiar 
‘rags-to-riches’ or Cinderella plot, and the drama, conflict and 
tension it stimulates have not lost their appeal. The mere hint 
that Elizabeth might be elevated by marriage to become a Darcy 
provokes the outstandingly witty confrontation between Lady 
Catherine de Bourgh and Elizabeth at Longbourn:

‘Obstinate, headstrong girl! I am ashamed of you!’

And at the prospect of Darcy being related by marriage to 
Wickham:

‘Heaven and earth! — of what are you thinking? Are the shades 
of Pemberley to be thus polluted?’

This outraged hyperbole is wonderful and has been used word 
for word by scriptwriters in adaptations. Much of Austen’s 
prose dialogue has this marvellous dramatic appeal to the ear. 
She developed this approach from her childhood enthusiasm 
for home ‘theatricals’ (as demonstrated by the young people 
in Mansfield Park) and her love of Richard Sheridan’s stage 
comedies, such as The Rivals (1775). The ready wit, the amusing 
situations, and the social awkwardness that abound in Pride 
and Prejudice reveal characters in all their (often embarrassing) 
honesty.

In the nineteenth century the Victorian critic and 
philosopher George Henry Lewes compared Austen’s work to 

A scene from  
Pride and Prejudice 
and Zombies (2016)

AQA (A): Paper 1 Comparative set text: ‘Love through the ages’

AQA (B): Paper 2 Suggested set text: ‘Literary genres: Prose’

OCR: Paper 1 Suggested comparative text:  
‘Women in literature’

Gabrielle Malcolm 
examines trends in 
adaptations of Jane Austen 
from page to screen
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Shakespeare’s. The historian Thomas Macauley dubbed her a 
‘Prose Shakespeare’. Lewes wrote that Austen possessed a ‘central 
power of dramatic creation’ and ‘the power of constructing and 
animating character’ (The Leader, November 1851). The affinity 
with performance and theatricality in her work was identified 
at the outset. Her novels mesh the influences of her age and 
reinforce the possibilities for dramatic renditions. 

Marriage and marriageabilty are of course at the heart of 
the narrative of Pride and Prejudice and are the forces that drive 
desire, competition and conflict. So, when Elizabeth arrives 
at Netherfield in her muddy petticoats she is doing more than 
just dirtying her clothes. She is jeopardising her chances of 
attracting a husband, and sullying her reputation. Even if she 
has not set her sights on either of the Netherfield bachelors, she 
has exposed her family to ridicule. Miss Bingley immediately 
pounces on this and draws Darcy’s opinion out:

‘I am inclined to think you 
would not wish to see your 
sister make such an exhibition.’

‘Certainly not.’

‘To walk three miles, or four 
miles, or five miles, whatever 
it is, above her ankles in 
dirt, and alone, quite alone! 
What could she mean by it? 
It seems to me to show an 
abominable sort of conceited 
independence, a most country 
town indifference to decorum.’

Pride and Prejudice (Chapter 8)

Here is another marvellous 
effect of dialogue. Miss Bingley’s 
rhetoric ramps up the disgust 
at Elizabeth’s actions — ‘three 
miles…four…or five miles…’ 
— before emphasising the 
town and country divide that 
so concerned many Georgians. 

Elizabeth’s lack of 
urban sophistication and 
Miss Bingley’s nastiness at 
her behaviour (‘conceited 
independence’) leave Darcy 
torn. Austen’s free, indirect 
narrative style liberates readers 
and allows us to ‘hear’ different 
characters simultaneously. As 
Caroline Bingley pronounces 
with disgust upon Elizabeth’s 
appearance and manner, which 
tells us more about her than 
it does Elizabeth, we are also 
privilege to Darcy’s thoughts. 
His words to Caroline are 
contrasted with Austen’s ability 
to reveal his state of mind. 
His emotions are divided ‘…

between admiration of the brilliancy which exercise had given 
her complexion, and doubt as to the occasion’s justifying her 
coming so far alone’.

Wet shirts
Dual characterisation and social satire create tension, which 
leads to conflict and drama. Austen manages scene after 
scene with superb skill and rich dialogue. From Mr Collins’s 
proposal to Elizabeth, to Lydia Wickham’s triumphant return 
to Longbourn, to Lady Catherine lowering herself to argue 
with Elizabeth, the drama is extended and expanded around 
the main protagonists. These episodes lend themselves to great 
cinema and television scripting and riveting performances on 
camera. 

Elizabeth’s muddy hem is a great emblem of Bennet family 
impropriety, as well as her eventual means to her fortune and 

Colin Firth as the wet-shirted 
Darcy and Jennifer Ehle as 
Elizabeth in the 1995 BBC 
adaptation of Pride and 
Prejudice
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happiness. The travel-stained clothing and a gown insufficiently 
‘let down’ turn out to be her ‘rags’ that lead to ‘riches’. At this 
pivotal point in the first volume of the novel, the reader is aware 
of the full spectrum of opinion and voices — internal and 
external — in the drawing room at Netherfield. It is this feature 
of her prose that is a gift to scriptwriters and other authors. 
Andrew Davies, adaptor of the landmark 1995 BBC version, 
described how his efforts extended to ‘fleshing out’ Austen’s 
characters based upon her excellent psychological, emotional 
and sentimental foundation. She had already done the work; he 
simply had to compile and edit their dialogue. 

In the visit to Pemberley scene that has transformed costume 
drama, and entered into television history, Andrew Davies 
created the archetypal hero: the wet-shirted Darcy. The meeting 
by the lake has no foundation in the novel, however (no one 
in Austen ever disrobes). It has become the pivotal moment for 
many viewers and Darcy’s version of a transformative ‘muddy 
hem’. It delivered him into the obsessive world of fandom and 
the prospect of a much wider lifespan outside of the novel. 

With Elizabeth’s muddy hem Austen sought to show 
independence, spirit and a display of sisterly devotion. Davies 
had a similar motive to represent Darcy’s nature. He said of 
it that it made sense to include such a scene in order to offer 
something of Darcy’s private self that is not revealed in the 
novel until the very end. Davies wanted to show the viewers the 
man at home in nature, cooling his passion. He stated: ‘I knew 
it would be a funny scene — but I thought it would be about 
social awkwardness…’, never suspecting ‘it would turn into this 
famous sexy scene…’

But it did. So much so that the one word ‘Darcy’ prompts 
this association still. The ‘wet-shirt’ figure of Firth as Darcy 
has been turned into a huge fiberglass statue that sat in the 
Serpentine to advertise UKTV Drama, and now resides in a lake 
outside Melbourne, New South Wales, courtesy of the National 
Trust of Australia. Helen Fielding’s Bridget Jones film and book 
series depend upon the existence of Colin Firth in the role of 
Mr Darcy and Mark Darcy. The world of JAFF also reflects this 
overwhelming preoccupation with Darcy, on an equal footing 
with Elizabeth and, perhaps, now exceeding her as the central 
figure. Seth Grahame-Smith’s Pride and Prejudice and Zombies 
(2009) is a parody mash-up novel that grafts a zombie horror 
story onto the original text. Scary happenings in the English 
countryside are a background to the novel, and they literally 
invade the action in the form of zombies bursting in on the 
Meryton Assembly to challenge the social order.

The 2016 film version of Grahame-Smith’s novel develops 
this concept. The screenplay shifts into a more integrated 
narrative as a Gothic horror romance, with more back-story as to 
how the Zombies first appeared and a more prominent role for 
Darcy (Sam Riley). His ‘fleshed-out’ character fights the flesh-
eaters. At the opening of the 1995 Pride and Prejudice adaptation, 
it is significant for the viewer to see an independent Elizabeth 
(Jennifer Ehle) striding across the fields around Longbourn 
before there is any dialogue. In Pride and Prejudice and Zombies 
20 years on, Darcy succeeds to the central role at the opening 
of the story: the Zombie-fighting, black leather-clad Colonel 
Darcy tracking down ‘undead’ hidden among a whist party at 
Netherfield. 

Muddy hems
Dramatic expansion of the muddy hem scene also takes place in 
subsequent versions of Pride and Prejudice. Director Joe Wright 
and writers Deborah Moggach and Emma Thompson, in the 
2005 adaptation, exploit this motif throughout the action. The 
Bennet girls live in a bygone world of threadbare gentility and 
patched finery. At one point the family’s pig runs through the 
house. This realisation of the Bennets on screen led to novelist 
and critic Joanna Briscoe signalling the arrival of the ‘muddy 
hems’ phase of costume drama (the Sunday Times, July 2005). 
Everyone was charmed by this aesthetic. 

Spirited, quirky, controversial and escapist variations on Pride 
and Prejudice abound. Readers, writers, actors and directors have 
an interesting relationship with this novel, unlike any other 
work. If you could actually bring it to life, speculates Shannon 
Hale in Austenland (2007), what would it look like? And how 
would the characters interact in a holiday setting that recreates 
the fictional world of the novel? 

Wish-fulfilment for the time-travel, holiday or real-life Darcy 
experience dissipates, however, in Jo Baker’s Longbourn. This is 
the story of Pride and Prejudice told from the perspectives of the 
servants of the Bennet household. Sarah, the maid of all work, 
is at the centre of this narrative. We experience the romances of 
the Bennet sisters from her perspective — including Elizabeth’s 
muddy hems. Baker’s more pragmatic and historical approach 
gives Sarah’s reaction to Elizabeth’s independence:

Elizabeth…just put on her walking shoes and buttoned up her 
good spencer, threw a cape over it all, and grabbed an umbrella 
just in case the rain came on again. Such self-sufficiency was to 
be valued in a person… Sarah could not help but think that those 
stockings would be perfectly ruined, and that petticoat would 
never be the same again, no matter how long she soaked it.

Longbourn (Volume 1, Chapter 10)

Cartmell, D. (2010) Screen Adaptations: Jane Austen’s Pride and 
Prejudice, Methuen.

Malcolm, G. (2015) Fan Phenomena: Jane Austen, Intellect.

Wiltshire, J. (2008) Recreating Jane Austen, Cambridge University 
Press.
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Shakespeare’s 
fools
The smart,  

the dim  
and the eerie

Are the fools in Shakespeare’s plays there to ornament his principal characters,  
asks Louis Fletcher, or do they serve some deeper function?

David Walliams as 
Bottom in A Midsummer 
Night’s Dream (Noel 
Coward Theatre, 2013)
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Whether tragedy, comedy or a mixture of both, most 
of Shakespeare’s plays feature a ‘fool’ in some guise 
or other. However, the function of these characters 

goes beyond mere comic relief. Popular thinking and literature 
of the time offered Shakespeare and other dramatists two main 
types of fool: the ‘natural’ and the ‘wise’. The first type is a 
genuinely dim-witted figure who is comedic through extreme 
clumsiness or stupidity, confusing the meaning of words and 
being easily out-witted by other characters. The second kind 
is a jester figure, an intelligent wise guy who makes deliberate 
jokes, uses ironic wordplay, and often has a special relationship 
with the audience. As a result, we tend to laugh at a natural fool 
and with a wise one.

Into the natural category fall Much Ado About Nothing’s 
Dogberry and Bottom in A Midsummer Night’s Dream, while 
examples of wise fools include Touchstone in As You Like It, 
Twelfth Night’s Feste and the Fool in King Lear. Some plays 
contain both types, as in The Two Gentlemen of Verona where 
the servants Lance and Speed each represent a different style of 
fool. Though different, both species fulfil a crucial role in the 
dramatic works in which they appear.

You must be joking!
The central function of Shakespeare’s fools — both the natural 
and wise varieties — is to offer a comic foil to other characters. 
Commonly, the fool-figures in a play specialise in deflation 
(or bathos), undermining formality or pretensions in others. 
Taking The Two Gentlemen of Verona as an example, both Lance 
and Speed parody the high-minded courtship of their masters, 
though their comic methods differ. Speed exploits the wise fool’s 
special relationship with the audience through his asides to 
provide a running commentary on Valentine’s formal courtship 
of Silvia, as in Act II Scene 1:

VALENTINE:  Madam and mistress, a thousand good-morrows.

SPEED: [aside] O, give ye good e’en! Here’s a million of manners.

SILVIA:  Sir Valentine and servant, to you two thousand.

SPEED:  He should give her interest, and she gives it him.

Here, Speed critiques the speeches of his social superiors 
by drawing attention to the artifice and formality of their 
romantic language (‘a million of manners’), which he implies 
is unnecessary and pretentious in his remarks to the audience. 
Perhaps he is suggesting that true love should be less reliant 
on ‘manners’ than it is on ‘feelings’. Speed also criticises his 
master for being outdone by Silvia in terms of his compliments 
here, which goes against romantic convention. But his use of 
‘interest’ also has financial associations — bringing to mind 
the materialist motives that often influenced marriage in the 
Elizabethan period — and hints at such considerations in his 
master’s suit.

Lance is also the means by which his master’s romanticising 
is comically deflated, though in a different way. However, rather 
than have him comment explicitly upon it, Shakespeare instead 
uses the servant’s behaviour in Act II Scene 3 to counterpoint 
the courtship of Proteus and Julia in the scene immediately 
before. Thus, Proteus’s last line (‘Alas, this parting strikes poor 

lovers dumb’, Act II Scene 2) contrasts comically with Lance’s 
subsequent (and very vocal) entrance, distraught and sobbing 
as he bemoans his own poor treatment by Crab. 

Though a comic scene in its own right, the lovelorn outburst 
of the servant on account of a mere pet may cause us to question 
how sincere Proteus’s feelings are, who bears separation from 
his lover so calmly by comparison. Though they therefore serve 
a similar purpose, an important difference between the two 
fool figures here is one of intent — Speed deliberately mocks 
Valentine’s speeches, while the natural fool, Lance, is unaware 
of how his behaviour reflects upon that of his master.

Punning mad
Common to all Shakespeare’s fool figures is a talent for wordplay, 
although this is displayed in various ways. Broadly speaking, 
with a natural fool, the comedic use of language is usually a 
result of the character’s stupidity, and the inadvertent uttering 
of one word when they clearly meant another.

In contrast, a wise fool deliberately employs wordplay to 
comment on the action of the play or other characters within 
it, often unnoticed by their target or addressed as asides to 
the audience. As a general rule, a wise fool is marked by their 
mastery of language, a natural fool by their ineptitude.

So, an intelligent jester figure like Feste in Twelfth Night might 
quote Latin proverbs and use punning language to get the better 
of a social superior in his opening dispute with Olivia in Act I 
Scene 5, ironically proving her to be a ‘fool’ via his entertaining 
display of tongue-in-cheek reasoning. In contrast, Dogberry is 
plagued by unintended word uses or malapropisms from the 
moment he appears on the scene in Much Ado About Nothing. 
This usually results in him saying the exact opposite of what he 
means, as when he uses ‘desertless’ for ‘deserving’, ‘senseless’ for 
‘sensible’ and ‘tolerable’ for ‘intolerable’ in Act III Scene 3. But 
this does not mean a natural fool cannot accidently hit upon 
the truth — as when Dogberry inadvertently (and accurately) 
proclaims himself an ‘ass’ at the close of Act IV Scene 2.

In the mood
Like a court jester, Shakespeare’s fools enjoy a special status in 
the plays, often able to speak and behave with much greater 
freedom than other persons. For those like Verges, Dogberry 
and Bottom, this is because they are recognised as dim-witted 
men who make mistakes and cause offence without meaning to. 
For intelligent figures like Touchstone and Lear’s Fool, it is their 
status as professional comic or court entertainer which affords 
them this freedom. As Olivia puts it in Twelfth Night, ‘There is no 
slander in an allowed fool’ (Act I Scene 5), and a consequence 
of this is that the fool is able to express ideas and opinions that 
other characters cannot. It is no coincidence that Lear’s Fool is 
the only one to criticise and even mock the king’s poor decisions 

AQA (A): Paper 1 Core Shakespeare plays

AQA (B): Paper 1 Comedy and Tragedy core Shakespeare plays

OCR: Paper 1 Core Shakespeare plays

WJEC (Eduqas): Paper 2 Core Shakespeare plays
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and personality faults. Ironically, he has no fear of pointing out 
the king’s own foolishness in giving away his kingdom, and the 
entirety of Act I Scene 5 consists of the king being subject to the 
fool’s jokes and ridicule. Although both Touchstone and Lear’s 
Fool are threatened with whipping, neither pays any heed so the 
threat is never carried out.

The truth-speaking fool can be a source of dramatic irony, 
for their telling comments may be taken more seriously by 
the audience than the other characters onstage; as Touchstone 
complains, it is ‘The more pity that fools may not speak wisely 
what wise men do foolishly’ (Act I Scene 2). But such an effect 
is not solely the preserve of the wise fool — the audience knows 
more about the importance of Dogberry’s prisoners than anyone 
except the villains themselves, even if the constable himself 
never fully grasps their significance.

Losing the plot 
In some instances, Shakespeare’s foolish characters serve as key 
drivers to the plot. For instance, despite the farcical manner of 
their proceedings, it is through Dogberry and Verges that Don 
John’s evil scheme is discovered and the plot resolved in Much 
Ado About Nothing. Similarly, while Bottom provides comedy 
as a pompous, dull-witted fool who muddles up language, his 
interactions with Titania, the fairy queen, also influence the 
plot. Nevertheless, it is common for Shakespeare’s fools to be 

somewhat removed from the plot of the play, maintaining a 
distance from the other characters, whom they comment on 
and subvert. Touchstone’s influence on events in As You Like It is 
arguably minimal, but his marriage to Audrey does provide an 
important contrast to the high romance elsewhere in the play, 
and he also functions as a comic counterpoint to the chronic 
melancholy of Jacques. 

The most extreme example of this detachment though is 
Lear’s Fool, who can be seen to function as the king’s alter ego (it 
is significant that he only appears in Lear’s scenes) rather than as 
a person in his own right. Indeed, so unnecessary does the Fool 
appear to the plot that, in the second half of the seventeenth 
century, productions of the play were able to drop the character 
completely. This has a profound effect on the drama, however, 
for while the plot admittedly remains unchanged, the tone of the 
play loses a great deal if the Fool is absent. Between his arrival 
in Act 1 Scene 3 and his unexplained disappearance after Act 3 
Scene 6, the Fool is a powerful symbol of his master’s decline 
(mental and physical), from mighty King Lear to ‘Lear’s shadow’ 
(Act 1 Scene 4).

Dying with laughter 
As the example of Lear’s Fool demonstrates, there is a tendency 
in Shakespeare’s work to associate the fool figure with death. 
Such a link was popular in Elizabethan culture and art, where 

Rhys Ifans as the Fool in King Lear 
(Old Vic Theatre, 2016)
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Death himself was not infrequently presented as a jester with 
cap and bells. Fittingly, in Shakespeare’s company of actors, 
the ‘Clowns’ would not just be assigned characters considered 
straightforwardly foolish. Indeed, a look at the early printed 
copies of the plays show them to have played some rather 
unexpected parts. 

For instance, the Gravedigger’s lines in Hamlet are designated 
‘First Clown’ in the Folio of Shakespeare’s plays published 
in 1623, while it is the ‘Clown’ in Antony and Cleopatra who 
unwillingly provides Cleopatra with the snakes she will use 
to end her life. Even with their malapropisms and riddling 
expressions, the Clown in both of these plays cuts a sinister 
figure. When he tells Cleopatra, ‘I wish you all joy of the 
worm’ (meaning ‘snake’), we also think of the grave she will 
soon enter as a consequence of their bite. Though less malign, 
the Gravedigger’s association with death is obvious, and the 
indifference with which he treats his task, his dark riddles and 
black humour are all chilling behaviours. Arguably, the most 
powerful image of the fool’s special relationship with mortality 
is the skull of Yorick the jester, which inspires Hamlet’s speech 
regarding death and posterity in Act 5 Scene 1. 

Half-wits or borderline fools
Shakespeare’s plays often feature characters who — while not 
fully-fledged fools — exhibit many of their traits and fulfil 
similar functions. One such figure is Mercutio in Romeo and 
Juliet. Neither Montague nor Capulet, the prince’s cousin, is able 
to take on the fool-like role of outside commentator upon the 
feud between the warring families. He is responsible not only 
for the surreal fantasy of the Queen Mab speech, but also for 
deflating the high-flown romantic pretensions of the central 
lovers, in a similar manner to Speed in The Two Gentlemen.

From his very first appearance in Act I Scene 4, Mercutio 
challenges the play’s romantic philosophy:

ROMEO:  I dreamt a dream tonight.

MERCUTIO: And so did I.

ROMEO:  Well, what was yours?

MERCUTIO: That dreamers often lie.

The possible meanings here are many and multilayered. A dream 
that warns of dreamers is a paradox in itself, for how could it 
be trusted? In saying ‘dreamers often lie’, Mercutio suggests 
he is himself a liar, at the same time questioning whether 
Romeo’s feelings are themselves sincere. The fact that Romeo 
is still in love with Rosaline at this point in the play makes this 
observation particularly astute. Finally, in finishing his friend’s 

blank verse sentences for him, Mercutio not only undermines 
Romeo’s high sentiment, but also comically foreshadows the 
way he and Juliet will do this later in the play. 

Like Lear’s Fool, Mercutio also contributes greatly to the 
mood of the piece. In a play that teeters on the boundary of 
comedy and tragedy for the first two acts, he is perhaps most 
important as a representative of the comic genre. When Mercutio 
is killed at the start of Act III, the play is placed on an irreversible 
tragic trajectory. 

Final foolish thoughts
Shakespeare’s fascinating and diverse fools perform a 
special function within the plays, acting as a kind of critic 
or commentator within the drama and providing alternative 
perspectives on the central characters and principal events. 
Although there is a general distinction between those who are 
genuinely foolish, like Dogberry, and the intelligent comedians 
such as Feste, both types work subversively through their 
wordplay, whether intentionally or otherwise. They also play 
a central role in setting the mood of many plays, so that the 
irrepressible mirth of Touchstone and Feste serve to confirm 
their plays as comedies, while the melancholy and bitterness of 
the Fool in King Lear is central to its nihilistic tone. 

fools  In this context, refers to dramatic ‘fools’, who serve a 
particular comic function in Shakespeare’s plays, though they can 
sometimes also be dim.

bathos  An effect of anticlimax created by a lapse in mood from the 
sublime to the trivial or absurd.

dramatic irony  When the audience knows more than the characters 
on stage.

folio  A large format of book common in Elizabethan England. A 
folio edition of Shakespeare’s plays was published by Hemminges and 
Condell in 1623.

malapropism  The mistaken use of one word for another, usually for 
humorous effect.

Glossary 
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Questions
1 The fools discussed in this article provide a far from exhaustive 
list. Can you think of another example of a scene or event which, like 
Lance’s distress about his dog, represent comic subversion of other 
events in the play?

2 How useful do you think it is to envisage characters like Mercutio 
as fool-like? Can you think of others who might fall into this 
category? And why?
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Jonathan Swift was born 350 years ago on 30 November 
1667. He is one of the great writers and satirists of the early 

eighteenth century. We most commonly think of him now as 
the author of the fantastical voyages of Gulliver’s Travels. He 
is also known for his devastatingly savage political pamphlet 
A Modest Proposal, in which he attacked the heartlessness of 
contemporary attitudes to the poor through the mouthpiece 
of an ironic speaker, who urged the Irish to eat babies as 
a cunning way of alleviating both population growth and 
famine.

A hard man to explain
But what does Jonathan Swift mean now, all this time after 
his death? Swift is a hard man to explain. He was an Anglican 
clergyman who wrote scurrilous and offensive pieces about 
excrement and cannibalism. He was an Anglo-Irishman who 
sneered at Ireland as an irrelevant backwater, yet came to be 
lauded by his countrymen as the greatest Irish patriot of the 
era. He wrote cruel and graphic satires on the female body, 
yet his closest and most intimate friends were women he had 
known for decades. 

Perhaps Swift anticipated our difficulties in pigeonholing 
him. In 1739 he wrote a poem, ‘Verses on the Death of Dr 
Swift’, imagining his posthumous afterlife. The poem starts 
with the idea that even our closest friends are often pleased 
when something bad happens to us — because it hasn’t 
happened to them. Swift imagines those who knew him 
mourning for a bit, but then breezily pulling themselves 
together: ‘and reason thus / “It is not yet so bad with us.”’  
(ll. 115–16). Even those closest to him move on pretty swiftly:

One Year is past; a different Scene; 
No further mention of the Dean; 
Who now, alas, no more is mist, 
Than if he never did exist. 

ll. 245–48

So the poem seems to be an exercise in humility, a way of 
reminding us that transience is part of the human condition. 
But it is not an entirely modest piece. The ‘Verses’ shift gear 
with the introduction of an impartial observer, who offers up 
a character portrait of Swift of the most flattering kind. This 
unnamed figure tells us that Swift was a great patriot, a noble 

 anniversaries

Slippery Swift
Abigail Williams assesses the life and career of the  
eighteenth-century satirist Jonathan Swift, exploring  
what it is that makes his satires so hard to pin down
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A scene from 
Gulliver’s Travels 
(2010)
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and honest man who never compromised his integrity, who 
was prepared to die for his beliefs. And to top it all, he claims 
that this paragon of virtue had no self-importance:

Of no Man’s Greatness was afraid, 
Because he sought for no Man’s Aid. 
Though trusted long in great Affairs, 
He gave himself no haughty Airs. 

ll. 327–30

Although we are told that Swift ‘had no haughty Airs’, it’s not 
exactly unassuming to write a poem imagining all the ways 
in which you will be fabulously praised after your death. 
And when we look a bit closer at the character portrait we 
are given of Swift, can we really take it seriously? One of the 
pronouncements made is about Swift’s originality: ‘To steal 
a Hint was never known, / But what he writ was all his own’ 
(ll. 317–18). Yet those lines are in fact borrowed from another 
writer, the seventeenth-century poet Edmund Waller. And 
can it really be true that Swift, one of the most original and 
inventive writers of the period, would have written a serious 
epitaph on himself in which not just these lines, but many 
others, were taken from rather hackneyed sources, proverbs and 
well-worn biblical phrases?

An ironic game?
In ‘Verses on the Death of Dr Swift’, Swift doesn’t offer us a 
comfortable reading experience. Just as we think we’ve nailed 

what he’s trying to say, it creeps up on us that the whole thing 
might be an ironic game. Swift is not just pretending to be a 
voice speaking after his death — he is also mocking that voice 
as it so confidently offers us the definitive version of who the 
author is. This unsettling quality is present in many of Swift’s 
other works. In Gulliver’s Travels, Swift created four imagined 
voyages to different lands. The first three book-voyages cover 
the corruption and absurdity of the tiny Lilliputians, the huge 
Brobdingnagians, and the scientific and philosophical follies of 
Lagado and Laputa. The fourth and last book sees the intrepid 
Gulliver visit a world in which the certainties of normal life 
are turned on their heads in another way. In the land of the 
Houyhnhnms, a race of horses (Houyhnhnms) are rational, 
sane and kind and they live alongside a brutish race of naked 
hairless savages, the Yahoos, who bear an uncanny resemblance 
to humans.

This seems like a fairly straightforward, if harsh, moral 
indictment of the human race, which is contrasted powerfully 
with the innocence and selflessness of the animal kingdom. But 
just as we settle down to chew over this allegorical message, we 
get a postscript which, again, makes us wonder if we have been 
too earnest in decoding Swift. One might reasonably expect 
that Gulliver, in keeping with the genre of travel writing in his 
era (and the notion of gap years in our own), would come home 
wiser, better equipped to see the folly of his world and live a 
finer life. We might expect that the ending of the story would 
affirm this. But how is the hardy voyager transformed? He has 
fallen in love with horses, walks with a slight trot, can’t bear the 
smell of humans, and has to live out in the stables, stuffing his 
nose with herbs to make human contact bearable. Gulliver has 
learned nothing and is an object of mockery. It’s hardly a life-
lesson Swift can have been advocating for his readers, and we 
are once again left wondering where the satirist really stands. 

A biography that doesn’t quite fit
So how are we to understand this evasiveness? One way is by 
seeing Swift as a nihilist, a man who believed in nothing, and 
used his satires to attack all the givens of his society: religion, 
culture, politics, women, society itself. But at the end of the 
day there is a biographical Swift who doesn’t quite fit with this 
proto-anarchist version. Jonathan Swift was a devout Anglican 
clergyman and dean of St Patrick’s in Dublin, a major political 
figure and pamphleteer, friend and ally to many of the most 
senior establishment figures in London and Dublin. Is it really 
likely that his writing sticks a finger up at all this? Perhaps the 
issue is less about Swift, and more about the forms he wrote 
in. Satire is a powerful form, but one in which it is hard to 
combine the scourge of criticism with the sincere advocacy of 
a positive ideal. Maybe what we see in Swift’s slipperiness is a 
fear of sullying the things he held most dear, threatening what 
he loved by seeming to expose it to potential ridicule. The fact 
that he is reluctant to assert his values in his satires doesn’t 
mean that he didn’t have them. But it does make him hard to 
pin down.

Abigail Williams is professor of English literature and Lord 
White Tutorial Fellow at St Peter’s College, University of Oxford.Jonathan Swift
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The 2016 Nobel prize for literature was awarded to Bob 
Dylan ‘for having created new poetic expressions within 
the great American song tradition’. For some, this action 

devalues the currency of ‘real literature’. For others, the award 
is either richly deserved or at least a decade too late. One 
thing on which most are agreed is that making Dylan a Nobel 
Laureate has sent shock waves through the cultural landscape. 
In the words of the New York Times, the Swedish Academy has 
‘dramatically redefined the boundaries of literature, setting off 
a debate about whether song lyrics have the same artistic value 

as poetry or novels’. Yet, if we glance at the titles of the poems in 
the AQA Anthology: love poetry through the ages, we see that songs 
have been taken seriously for, well, ages. This article considers 
two — Burns’s ‘Ae Fond Kiss’ and Lovelace’s ‘The Scrutiny’ — 
and aims to show that considering their musical and generic 
qualities can enrich your understanding and appreciation. 

What is a song?
First it’s worth clarifying what is meant by song. There are two 
main ways in which the term is used: to refer to verse set to 

Love songs 
through 
the ages
Luke McBratney considers what we mean when  
we call a poem a song, and explores two examples  
from the AQA anthology of love poetry
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poetry at www.hoddereducation.co.uk/
englishreviewextras
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music and sung; and to refer to a type of poetry with musical 
qualities that is concerned primarily with the evocation of 
emotion. Whatever the type of song, it’s important to think 
about emotions and feelings and how they are conveyed. The 
emotion in a song is normally intense, sustained and within 
a relatively narrow range. It is usually from a single speaker. 
Typically, feelings are expressed clearly. As such, it can be 
disconcerting to study a song and hunt for verbal complexity 
and elaborate hidden meaning. Complexities such as paradox 
and ambiguity are, after all, verbal rather than musical qualities 
and may be out of keeping with a text that has been conceived 
of as a musical experience. Be prepared for the meaning to be 
simple. It’s often worth paying more attention to the feelings 
and emotions being evoked, and how they are presented, than 
grappling with difficult themes or ideas. Aural effects are also 
likely to be important, so thinking about the ways in which 
effects like rhythm, rhyme, repetition, alliteration, sibilance, 
onomatopoeia and so on combine to produce effects can be 
helpful to your appreciation.

‘Ae Fond Kiss’ is perhaps the Anthology’s best example of a 
text that works equally well as a poem to be read and a song to 
be performed. It was written in 1791 by Burns on the occasion 
of Mrs Agnes (Nancy) McLehose leaving Scotland to rejoin 
her estranged husband. This situation of a tearful parting 
is a typical subject of a song and one to which readers and 
listeners can relate easily. In fact, many of the ideas and images 
in the song come from an earlier work, ‘The Parting Kiss’ by 
the English poet Robert Dodsley, which was anthologised 
in The Charmer; a Choice Collection of Songs, English and Scots 
(1749). To today’s student, Burns’s song — with its regularity, 
its straightforward vocabulary, its easily-recognised figurative 
language and its sustained sweet emotion — can appear simple 
and sentimental; but, to the eighteenth-century ear, such 
qualities are likely to have suggested purity and sincerity. What 
might seem overstated in other contexts is entirely appropriate 
here — the genre of song, where the evocation of emotion 
is pre-eminent. The song is undoubtedly simple, but it is by 
no means simplistic, and if we consider some of its features 
in more depth we can recognise a subtlety that repays closer 
attention.

Comparing Burns to his source
Let’s compare ‘Ae Fond Kiss’ to its source. Dodsley’s song begins 
(and I use bold to show the metre): 

One kind kiss before we part, 
Drop a tear, and bid adieu: 
Tho’ we sever, my fond heart, 
Till we meet, shall pant for you.

While Burns’s song retains many elements from his model, 
note the variations. The lines are extended. Rather than using 
Dodsley’s regular seven-syllable lines (each comprised of a stress 
followed by three iambs), Burns adopts trochaic tetrameter:

Ae fond kiss, and then we sever 
Ae fareweel, and then for ever! 
Deep in heart-wrung tears I’ll pledge thee 
Warring sighs and groans I’ll wage thee. —

This metre is unusual in English verse, which is more commonly 
iambic, and here it helps to underscore the sadness of the 
occasion. The feminine endings and rhymes (lines and rhymes 
that end with an unstressed syllable) lend a dissatisfied, 
downbeat quality. That the rhythm moves us in a way that we 
don’t expect is in keeping with the mixed-up emotions conveyed 
in the song: those provoked not by a lasting union, but an 
irrevocable separation. 

Burns retains Dodsley’s verb ‘sever’, suggesting that the parting 
is abrupt and forceful, but note how he places it prominently. It 
end-stopped at the end of the first line, making it even more 
obvious (and permanent sounding) through its rhyme with ‘for 
ever’. Note Burns’s greater use of bisyllabic words in a mostly 
monosyllabic song. While Dodsley only has two words that are 
beyond a single syllable in his first quatrain (‘sever’ and ‘adieu’), 
Burns has four. As well as adding greater variety and interest, 
each of Burns’s bisyllabic words is crucial in emphasising the pain 
and complexity of the emotion: ‘sever’, ‘fareweel’, ’heart-wrung’ 
and ‘warring’. You might compare Burns’s use of the unrefined 
Scots dialect word ‘farweel’ and Dodsley’s more mannered 
‘adieu’. Rhyme might also be compared. Note how Dodsley 
uses mostly predictable single-syllable rhymes such as ‘part’ and 
‘heart’, while Burns creates more complex rhyming sounds that 
often involve three syllables — for example, chiming ‘we sever’ 
and ‘for ever’ and making ‘I’ll pledge thee’ echo ‘I’ll wage thee’ 

Robert Burns
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(with a half rhyme coming from ‘pledge’ and ‘wage’). Already we 
are appreciating a range of effects that are appropriately song-
like since they are both musical and emotional. Note also the 
aural effects in the fourth line that are absent from Dodsley: the 
‘warring’ onomatopoeic ‘sighs’ and ‘groans’. 

The emotion is sustained and consistent. Yet, within this 
relatively narrow band of melancholy feeling, there is variety 
and complexity. Groan and sigh might be synonyms, but in this 
song they are subtly different: one is a sigh of yearning, the other 
a groan of despair. There are subtle shifts elsewhere. While the 
second quatrain dips into despondency, the next two celebrate 
the love with a peak of intensity and, at their very heart, contain 
a cluster of uses of the word ‘love’ or ‘lov’d’. Even when the song 
returns to the ideas of the first quatrain in the last one this is 
no cheap cyclical effect. Rather than a simple return to a former 
state there is progression and subtle variation: a simple ‘and 
then’ has become the onomatopoeic ‘Alas’. As the parting draws 
even closer, the speaker sighs at its inevitability and its finality. 

Scrutinising ‘The Scrutiny’
Parting is also depicted in Lovelace’s ‘The Scrutiny’ (1642), a 
song that is full of emotion, albeit of a less heart-warming kind. 
Rather than reacting against cloying sweetness as in ‘Ae Fond 
Kiss’, today’s student, who neglects to consider the text as a 
song, might be repelled by the ideas and attitudes displayed by 
the speaker. Indeed, many might consider it a distasteful, sexist 
depiction of the thoughts and actions of a cad, who is confident 
of his right to chase, catch, then leave women — without a 
moment’s thought for their feelings or reputations. The very 
title appears to dramatise the song’s most important 
feelings as the man’s. He is the subject; the woman 
is the object. What is under scrutiny is her. We begin 
in medias res with the speaker attacking the addressee 
over a promise supposedly made. His haughty tone 
and quibbling language — ‘why should you swear 
I am foresworn’ — begin the song in a selfish and 
arrogant manner. ‘Lady’ at the start of the third line 
is usually read with a stress on the first syllable, 
drawing attention to this word, which is followed by 
a caesura, and perhaps pronounced ironically. The 
speaker could be distancing her by not giving her a 
name, or he could be raising the question: can she 
be a lady if she’s jeopardised her reputation by lying 
with a rake such as him? Thus, she is distanced from 
him verbally as he tries to extricate himself from 
her physically. Typically, true lovers perceive time as 
moving fast when they are together. Yet, in Lovelace’s 
poem, time drags and the speaker can’t escape quickly 
enough. The cluster of temporal references seem more 
than selfish; they are insulting — he speaks of his 
love being ‘much and long, / A tedious twelve hours’ 
space’. This is doubly unpleasant since he is admitting 
he has used her for sex, and, having toyed with her 
affections, wants to move on.

There are many more examples we could explore. 
For instance, the speaker’s reduction of women to hair 
colours — he must ‘search the black and fair’ — might 
sound like more recent objectifying subdivisions of 

brunettes and blondes. And there is a strong argument that the 
hair the speaker mentions is of the coarse and sexual variety. 
His metaphor of seeking treasure underground might support 
this reading — a metaphor that elevates the man and denigrates 
the woman as the speaker raises his promiscuity to the level of 
an art, since dowsing for precious stones (being a ‘mineralist’) 
requires rare skill and intuition. 

Considering genre
Yet this is not the only way to see the song. The approach 
we have just been considering has been predicated on the 
psychology constructed for the speaker. A very different reading 
comes when we give intertextuality and genre more prominence. 
The example above of the mineralist is reminiscent of Donne’s 
‘To his Mistress Going to Bed’, in which the speaker declares the 
addressee to be ‘my America! My new-found land!’, which also 
casts the man as the active explorer and the woman as the land 
or the ‘treasure’ lying passively and waiting to be discovered. 
Indeed ‘The Scrutiny’ may have its origins not so much in 
the bedchamber as in the library. As Dosia Reichardt shows, 
in addition to imagery derived from Donne, the situation is 
familiar from earlier literature, particularly Ovid, whose Amores 
II. iv glories in a taste for women of various types. Like the work 
of Donne, which was circulated privately among the educated 
and witty young men of the Inns of Court, ‘The Scrutiny’ can 
be read not as a work addressed to a particular woman, but as a 
witty challenge to other clever men.

It’s worth remembering, then, that the text is not, primarily, 
a psychological portrait of a person, but a song. Rather than 

Symbolic of Lovelace’s time — ‘A Woman 
Playing the Theorbo Lute and a Cavalier’ 
by Gerard ter Borch (1658)

EngRev 27_4 Pages.indd   14 24/02/2017   12:48



www.hoddereducation.co.uk/englishreview 15

Success in all your A-level subjects!
Did you know we publish all these A-level 
magazines to help you get the grades you need?

From as little as £3.75 an issue, each print magazine 
stretches your subject knowledge and gives you focussed 
topical content for your studies, in print and online!

Go to www.hoddereducation.co.uk/magazines for:
●● All the latest information on each title 
●● Simple ordering options, including subscriptions sent 

straight to your home

Alternatively, contact our customer services department 
direct by emailing subscriptions@bookpoint.co.uk

being scrutinised and studied in Lovelace’s time, it was set to 
music and performed. And considering the poem in the song 
genre, it might be argued, makes its speaker and ideas seem less 
offensive. Indeed, a certain amount of bawdiness was enjoyed 
by seventeenth-century audiences, who listened to, and sang, 
love songs. Even today, songs depict clichéd situations and 
express extreme emotions to appeal to their audiences. Often it 
is the tune to which people pay most attention, not the words. 
Lovelace’s song creates its effects with immediacy and drama, 
using mostly the present tense and passionate spoken language 
to create an emotionally-charged scene; its commonplace 
situation of lovers parting would appeal to its original audience, 
who, it might be argued, weren’t so attuned to gender politics 
as we are today. This certainly chimes with records of women’s 
responses to ‘The Scrutiny’, though it must be admitted that 
they are not directly from women but reported by men. Andrew 
Marvell concludes his ‘To his Noble Friend Mr Richard Lovelace, 
upon his Poems’, a commendatory poem that appears in the first 
edition of Lovelace’s Lucasta (1649), with a scene of ‘beauteous 
ladies’ who come forward to defend their beloved poet Lovelace. 
His tribute ends with a couplet of resounding praise:

Him valian’st men, and fairest nymphs approve 
His book in them finds judgement, with you love.

Similarly, a contemporary of Lovelace, Alexander Brome, 
emphasises how popular his writing was with women: ‘Ladies 
love / To kiss those accents; who dares disapprove / What they 
stile good?’ 

Enhancing your appreciation 
I hope this article has encouraged you to consider both the 
musical and generic qualities of songs. Viewing a poem as a song 
need not nullify other readings, but should enhance your overall 
appreciation. You can apply many of the ideas here to the other 
songs in the Anthology: Rochester’s ‘Absent from Thee’, Byron’s 
‘She Walks in Beauty’ and Blake’s ‘The Garden of Love’. The 
latter is a particularly interesting example. Blake was said to have 
sung his poems to his friends; he entitled his collection Songs 
of Innocence and Experience; and many of those poems might 
be placed in a special category of song that draws on music’s 
mystical and religious power. As The New Princeton Encyclopedia 
of Poetry and Poetics explains: ‘Poems that are perceived as 
visionary, conjuring some understanding beyond the normal 
capacities of words, may be called songs.’ 

Luke McBratney is an experienced examiner for A-level English 
literature, a member of the ENGLISH REVIEW editorial board and 
author of the Study and Revise guide, AQA Anthology: Love 
Poetry Through the Ages (Hodder Education, 2016).
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Cicely Palser Havely suggests some themes 
and queries to help you engage with Arundhati 
Roy’s complex and elusive novel

When The God of Small Things was published in 1997 it 
received rapturous reviews. For those readers steeped 
in the traditional orientalist mindset of the West it 

seemed to be everything they expected of an Indian novel: lush, 
languorous and feminine. Few appeared to notice that Roy is 
bitingly critical of her society. In Britain she won the Booker 
prize but in her own country (and especially in her home state 
of Kerala) she was extensively criticised.

The novel tells the story of an upper-class family in decline 
and the misfortunes that their conflict with social change brings 
upon them. It begins in 1993 (that is, close to the present 
in which Roy was writing) with the return of Rahel to her 
childhood home, her reunion with her twin brother, Estha, and 
memories of the traumatic December of 1969, when her 9-year-
old cousin, Sophie Mol, came to Kerala from England and was 
drowned. We learn that dealings with the police were involved, 
that someone called Velutha died violently and that the inspector 
felt entitled to treat the twins’ mother with casual disrespect. 
Even when the narrative settles into a relatively straightforward 

AQA (A): Paper 2 Comparative 
set text: ‘Modern times’

 No 
‘single  
 story’
The God of 
Small Things 
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account of Estha’s mutism, the causes of the disaster stay hidden. 
Fragmentary disclosure like this can have the less than fully 
confident reader feeling thoroughly flummoxed. 

Epigraph and title
So what is Roy up to? She supplies a hint with an epigraph 
from John Berger, the art critic and novelist: ‘Never again will 
a single story be told as though it’s the only one.’ Although an 
author’s declarations of intent are not the ruler that measures 
his or her achievement, and we trust the tale more than the 
teller, an epigraph points to what the author considers to be a 
distinctive feature of their work. Here, Berger’s words look like a 
warning to expect different interpretations of the same event, yet 
although Roy’s novel is refracted through diverse voices and the 
perspective constantly shifts, there is no real disagreement about 
what happens. Everyone tells much the same story. 

Why it happens is a different matter. Is the child’s drowning 
no more than a sad accident or is it the result of a combination 
of many small factors? Or is it even the consequence of colliding 
historical forces (see the end of Chapter 1)? There is no right 
answer to these questions (which can of course be asked of 

many life-changing events) and it may be that this multiplicity 
of causes and effects is what the Berger quotation refers to. 
Certainly Roy never settles on a single account of why her story 
comes about. She first explains her title in Chapter 1 as the 
relative insignificance of personal experience set against the 
scale of India’s perpetual national turmoil. Much later, long 
after the notion has been made familiar, Ammu’s ‘untouchable’ 
lover, Velutha, is specifically identified as ‘the God of Small 
Things’ (Ch. 11). A god is usually thought of as the entity 
connected to the ordering of whatever is associated with his or 
her name (think of the god of war, or of love) and though Hindu 
gods may be associated with more complicated principles, the 
main characters of this novel are Christians. Velutha only comes 
into focus late in the novel, and he has little to do with many 
of the ‘small things’ that conspire to precipitate the climax. 
And though he and Ammu (the twins’ mother) may be forced 
to confine themselves to the small possibilities that are all that 
their socially-taboo love allows, Velutha’s fate is determined by 
two very big, historically significant things: his ‘untouchability’ 
and the political agitation which the twins’ twitchy aunt, Baby 
Kochamma, finds so threatening.

Arundhati Roy wins the 
Booker Prize for The God 
of Small Things (1997)
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Clues and keys
Roy seems to offer her readers a choice of various clues or keys 
to unlock her intentions. Transgression of what she calls the 
‘love laws’ which ‘lay down who should be loved and how’ 
(Ch. 1) is announced as an overarching theme. But though 
that can be applied to the tragic relationship between Ammu 
and Velutha which brings the novel to an end, a great deal of 
what comes before cannot easily be brought under this heading. 
Characters are unhappy and mismatched, but are they really 
transgressive? The only clear example is the brief incestuous 
encounter between Rahel and her brother, but is that a taboo 
we want to see defied?

Roy also emphasises the role of ‘history’ in her narrative. 
Chakko (‘a spoiled princeling playing Comrade! Comrade!’,  
Ch. 2) says that his family’s relationship with recently-ended 
British rule is like a house they cannot enter (Ch. 2). But although 
the family is haunted by its past and its lost prosperity, he is the 
only one with any sense of the historical ideologies affecting 
them, and he is too ineffectual to manage a pickle factory. Many 
of the instances of anglophone influence are presented as mildly 
comic rather than oppressive: the twins’ passion for The Sound 
of Music; Baby Kochamma’s devotion to bad imported television 
programmes; Comrade Pillai’s children reciting English classics 
they do not understand. A text that combines an overt political 

perspective with comedy and dramatic upheavals can often 
be defined as satiric, but The God of Small Things lacks the 
savage indignation of the full-blooded satire and has no clear 
object in its sights. You might want to compare it with another 
Booker Prize winner, Aravind Adiga’s The White Tiger (2008) — 
a scorching critique of boom-time India’s new rich where the 
satiric target is unmistakable. 

Tones and voices
An extensive and constantly shifting range of voices, running 
all the way from showing to telling, makes The God of Small 
Things hard to pin down. At one end of the scale there is no 
visible author. Recurring tropes characterise Roy’s virtuoso 
representation of the twins’ point of view: sing-song rhyming 
tags (‘viable...dieable’), portmanteau words (‘The green-for-
the-day had seeped from the trees’, Ch. 9) and capital letters for 
emphasis. Reading backwards (‘POTS’ for a stop sign, Ch. 2), 
connections that would escape an adult (‘The jam-stirring 
became a boat-rowing’, Ch. 10) and trivial attributes like 
Estha’s Elvis Presley quiff and Rahel’s ‘Love in Tokyo’ hairband 
become defining characteristics. Childish misunderstandings 
can embody a more profound understanding than a literal adult 
reading. When their uncle compares the past with a house, 
the twins think he is referring to an actual house, where an 

Reading the papers at 
the Communist Party 
headquarters in Kerala
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Englishman committed suicide. Such total absorption into an 
innocent point of view is very beguiling and it may distract the 
reader from the novel’s predominantly dark tones.

Free indirect speech combining third-person narrative with 
the idiosyncrasies of a first-person perspective represents many 
of the other characters’ experience of their world. Interestingly, 
both the untouchable Velutha and the British characters 
(Margaret and her daughter Sophie Mol) are almost totally 
excluded. For large parts of the novel the author (Roy) hides 
herself, although some passages are presented by an anonymous 
but omniscient authorial figure who knows things that none 
of the characters can know — such as the circumstances of 
Ammu’s unwitnessed death in Chapter 7. There are also many 
stretches of comment on characters’ behaviour and habits (like 
the account of Chakko’s marriage in Chapter 13), and glimpses 
of their fate that they are ignorant of (‘He would learn otherwise. 
Soon. Too soon’ Ch. 10). The narrative slides in and out of 
orthodox English vocabulary and syntax structure. Fragmented 
passages alternate with stretches of straightforward chronology 
and simple cause and effect. 

At the far end of the scale come passages which are completely 
authorial — analytic, opinionated summaries of the story’s 
social and historical context which none of the characters would 
express. Roy often steps aside from her narrative to provide quite 
lengthy accounts of Mar Thoma Christianity, of untouchability 
(Ch. 2) and of the rise of Marxism in Kerala. While we cannot 
be certain that these passages represent her personal views, 
there is no one else we can attribute them to. It was these 
passages purporting to be factual which sparked particular 
hostility in India. Oddly then, it may be that this omniscient, 
overseeing theorist is the least ‘reliable’ of the novel’s voices. 
The generalising persona that posits the role of history, the 
interaction of Small Things and the oppressive operation of 
Love Laws is inconsistent, faltering and challengeable. It cannot 
decide whether Sophie Mol’s death is a tragic culmination of 
circumstances or a sadly commonplace accident resulting from 
an unsupervised game gone wrong.

Context
We may not always be able to see the author at work but of 
course she is ubiquitous. It is Roy who has chosen to present 
modern India as a country that aspires and yet continuously 
falls short. She mocks not only Kerala’s progressive ambitions 
(‘More rice for the price of a river’) but its would-be paradisal 
tourism (‘the smell of shit…hovered over Ayemenem like a 
hat’, Ch. 5). Yet it is worth considering how far her novel is a 
packaged version of India, designed for foreign readers who are 
amused by supposedly ‘typical’ oddities and anomalies such as 
the ‘orange too orange’ and the taxi’s split seat in Chapter 4 or 
the ambulance carrying wedding guests in Chapter 2.

Its characters can also seem like the colourful eccentrics 
that the Western reader expects, though a cooler reading would 
see that they are warped or damaged by their circumstances. 
The family matriarch was beaten by her bitter entomologist 
husband, and her musical career thwarted. Baby-aunt, besotted 
with a celibate Roman Catholic priest, condemns herself to a life 
of vindictive frustration. Ammu, the twins’ mother, attempts 
to escape but marries a drunk who tries to pimp her to his 

employer. Rahel manages to leave, but drifts aimlessly. And it 
is not just the women. Velutha is killed for his transgression. 
The boy Estha is sexually abused, while his uncle Chakko 
(who abuses his female employees at the pickle factory) is too 
passive to succeed in either love or business. You might want to 
consider how much of their misfortune can be attributed to their 
postcolonial inheritance.

Kerala is proud of its achievements and perhaps it is no 
wonder that Roy is not universally popular in her home state, 
which in 1957 elected a Communist legislature to address 
gross inequalities between poor agricultural labourers and 
very wealthy landowners. Investment in education rapidly 
produced widespread benefits, and soon Kerala achieved a 
literacy rate higher than most of India and comparable with 
that of more developed countries, particularly among women. 
Birth rates and infant mortality were reduced, health and 
prosperity increased. By the end of the twentieth century, 
Kerala could be cited by sociologists worldwide as a beacon for 
female empowerment. However, this is not reflected in The God 
of Small Things. While some pernicious traditions persisted and 
though the government doubtless included corrupt and self-
seeking individuals, it was understandably aggrieved by Roy’s 
negative portrayal.

This is not to say that Roy should have painted a rosier picture, 
but to warn against reading this novel through rose-tinted 
spectacles. (You might want to consider what a Marxist critique 
would make of it.) The text’s lyrical passages, its adventurous 
techniques and its comedy can blunt its powerful social critique. 
Its alternation between past and present can blur the contrast 
between the turbulence of the 1969 episodes and the stagnation 
of the later scenes. And perhaps our imagination tricks us into 
picturing the lush river landscape of touristy Kerala instead of 
the cyclical rot of the monsoon. 

Mar Thoma  Refers to Saint Thomas, one of Jesus’s original disciples, 
who reputedly brought Christianity to south India. The story goes 
that Europeans arriving in the sixteenth century were astonished to 
find that the Gospel had got there before them. The family at the 
centre of The God of Small Things are Syrian Christians, allied with 
the British Anglicans.

untouchables  The lowest of the Hindu castes, whose traditional 
occupations were considered so polluting that higher castes could be 
contaminated by their touch. Although officially outlawed in 1949, 
caste discrimination continues to affect many millions of people.

Glossary 
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 texts in context

Wordsworth and Coleridge
Lyrical Ballads

Biographical
Wordsworth’s family were middle class but not wealthy. He grew 
up on the edge of the Lake District and was educated at a local 
grammar school and St John’s college, Cambridge. He did not follow 
a profession and lived frugally until he became successful as a poet 
in middle age. During his 1791 visit to France, Wordsworth fathered 
a child, though Britain’s war against the French kept him apart from 
his lover and their daughter until 1802. He supported her as far as 
he was able throughout his life but the tragic depictions of single 
mothers in several of the ballads may reflect the poet’s conscience.

Coleridge shared similar radical opinions and was at the time 
similarly unsettled. At one point he intended to establish an 
egalitarian commune in post-revolutionary America. An annuity from 
Josiah Wedgwood allowed him to give up plans to earn a living as a 
Unitarian minister.

Literary context
In his brief ‘Advertisement’ to the first edition, Wordsworth refers to 
‘the gaudiness and inane phraseology of many modern writers’. Much 
typical poetic diction had certainly grown both stale and outlandish 
towards the end of the eighteenth century: skies were ‘azure’ 
(rather than merely blue); streams (or ‘rills’) ‘purled’; natural forces, 
non-human living things and abstractions were routinely personified. 
When in the Preface of 1802 he refers to the ‘frantic novels’ which 
have stimulated ‘a craving for extraordinary incident’, he may 
well have been referring to sensational Gothic works such as Ann 
Radcliffe’s The Mysteries of Udolpho (1794) and Matthew Lewis’s The 
Monk (1796). In contrast, the ‘principal object’ of Lyrical Ballads was 
‘to make the incidents of common life interesting’ and to use only 
‘the real language of men’.

This collection of poems was first published anonymously in 1798 in the unfulfilled hope that it would 
make a little money. The two young authors were living close to one another in the Quantock Hills, 
in Somerset. Coleridge was 26, Wordsworth 28. Neither was yet famous, but today Lyrical Ballads is 
often seen as a founding text of the Romantic movement in Britain. It is a mixed bag of just over 20 
pieces. Some resemble traditional ballads, while others are more descriptive and philosophical. 
Most of the content is Wordsworth’s but it also includes Coleridge’s ‘Rime of the Ancyent 
Marinere’. At the time, this attracted most critical attention but other items now well known include 
Wordsworth’s ‘Lines Written a Few Miles above Tintern Abbey’ and versions of passages which 
would eventually form part of his long autobiographical poem The Prelude, published posthumously 
in 1850. Later editions (1802 and 1805) added a second volume of poems by Wordsworth, including 
‘Michael’, a sonorous and moving account of a Lake District shepherd.
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Political
Both poets were at this time of their lives sympathetic to radical, 
even revolutionary politics. (At one point they were suspected of 
being spies for the French.) In The Prelude Wordsworth recalled that 
‘Bliss was it in that dawn to be alive’. Although disillusioned by the 
Reign of Terror (1793–94) he remained antagonistic to the repressive 
policies of his own country’s government. Political theorists of the 
poets’ youth included the radical Tom Paine and the feminist Mary 
Wollstonecraft. Politics and a distaste for literary artifice combine 
in Lyrical Ballads to explore lives that would previously have been 
considered too humdrum for poetry. 

Social
By the end of the eighteenth century, the industrial revolution 
was well underway. Although new water- and steam-powered 
technologies would bring overall prosperity to the nation, the 
immediate consequences for many of its poorer people were 
disastrous. The spinning and weaving that was previously undertaken 
in the home or the village community moved to mechanised factories 
and the towns that grew up around them. 

Wars in India and in Europe had taken tens of thousands of men 
overseas and returned many of them wounded and destitute with 
dire consequences for their dependants. Systems for relieving poverty 
were scant and a succession of bad harvests in the mid-1790s pushed 

up the price of bread so that malnourishment and even starvation 
were commonplace. Vagrancy, begging and crime inevitably 
increased. 

The plight of the poor is a major theme in Lyrical Ballads. In ‘The 
Female Vagrant’ the narrator records how ‘homeless near a thousand 
homes I stood’. Goody Blake is forced to pilfer firewood, a woman is 
driven to infanticide in ‘The Thorn’, and a shepherd weeps as he is 
forced to sell the last of his flock. A quiet, dignified piece describes 
an old man’s journey to find his son, dying in a distant hospital from 
his war-wounds (‘Old Man Travelling’). Many of the poems record the 
pain of severance from old ways of life and familiar landscapes.

Cicely Palser Havely is a former head of English at the Open 
University and is a member of the ENGLISH REVIEW editorial board.
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Southern discomfort
Tennessee Williams’s great plays A Streetcar Named Desire 

(1947) and Cat on a Hot Tin Roof (1955) are notable 
for their bold use of lurid sensational incidents, bizarre 

dysfunctional characters and supercharged melodramatic 
family feuds. Streetcar blends madness, rape and suicide with 
family spats about hogging the bathroom and guzzling whiskey, 
while Cat juxtaposes Big Daddy’s terminal cancer with the 
crass machinations of the relatives out to scoop his $10 million 
fortune. Seismic Darwinist fights erupt between damaged and 
delusional characters who represent romantic ruin (Blanche 
Dubois and Brick Pollitt) and those who embody the brute 
strength of the survivor (Stanley Kowalski, Maggie Pollitt and 
Big Daddy). This article will look at the ways in which setting 
Streetcar and Cat within the Southern Gothic genre can shed 
light on Williams’s committed engagement with the cultural 
debate about the direction of the American South after the end 
of the Second World War. 

Tapping into the audience
Williams’s major themes — greed and betrayal, love and hate, 
addiction and attraction, sex and death — tap into the shared 
concerns of the audiences who first watched the ancient Greek 
tragedies and modern soap addicts alike, and this crossover 
appeal is one of the key reasons for the enduring popularity of 
his major works. Philip Kolin’s insightful analysis of A Streetcar 
Named Desire is equally relevant to Cat on a Hot Tin Roof:

The one American playwright who is a conspicuous exception 
to the dichotomy between ‘high’ and ‘low’ culture is Tennessee 
Williams. Williams’ South, with its sexual ambivalence, self-
delusion, and irrational violence, has become part of our popular 
mythos, the ambience of countless B-movies and television 
melodramas. Surely, no play of the American theatre, perhaps 
no play in English since the time of Shakespeare, has won such 
praise from both the critics and the populace. 

Kolin in Small 2004

In both plays Williams offsets individual and distinctive family 
problems with a much broader debate about the nature and 

culture of the American South. He explores with tragicomic 
irony and genuine pathos the death of the Old South through 
representations of alienated outcasts, disturbed misfits and 
delinquent alcoholics living in often bizarrely sinister settings. 
Blanche and Brick bend the classic antebellum archetypes of the 
belle in peril and the chivalrous heroic beau right out of shape 
in order to fit a much harsher and brasher age. This accords with 
Southern writer Flannery O’Connor’s view that sometimes using 
the grotesque is the only way to clinch a point: ‘To the hard 
of hearing you shout’, she declared, ‘and for the almost-blind 
you draw large and startling figures’ (O’Connor in Lahr 2015,  
p. 259). 

In terms of setting, while the grandiose Pollitt mansion 
set amid the sweltering heat of the rural Mississippi delta, 
‘Victorian with a touch of the Far East’, appears to be the 
antithesis of the Kowalskis’s rundown, cramped and squalid 
apartment in working-class New Orleans, physical space is used 
as a signifier for dangerous emotional territory in both plays. A 
lack of privacy threatens the marriages of Stanley and Stella and 
Maggie and Brick; Blanche’s unwelcome presence stifles that free 
expression of sexual desire Stanley calls ‘getting them coloured 
lights going’, while the Pollitts ironically endure their celibacy 
in a bedroom ‘gently and poetically haunted by a relationship 
that must have involved a tenderness which was uncommon’ 
between a homosexual couple, Jack Straw and Peter Ochello. 
The cheap, collapsible camp bed upon which Stanley rapes 
Blanche is paralleled by the huge double bed which dominates 
Brick and Maggie’s personal space. Pointing at the marital bed 
in which the glamorous young couple no longer make love, as 
Big Mama says, ‘When a marriage goes on the rocks, the rocks 
are there, right there!’ 

Dixie and the legend of the Old South

I wish I was in the land of cotton; 
Old times there are not forgotten; 
Look away! Look away! Look away! Dixie Land. 
In Dixie’s Land where I was born in, 
Early on one frosty mornin’, 

AQA (A): Paper 2 set text: A Streetcar Named Desire; 
Comparative text for ‘Modern times’: Cat on a Hot Tin Roof

AQA (B): Paper 1A (AS) Literary genres core set text: ‘Aspects 
of tragedy’ 

Edexcel: Paper 1 Drama core set text: ‘Tragedy’
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Look away! Look away! Look away! Dixie Land. 
I wish I was in Dixie, Hooray! Hooray! 
In Dixie’s Land I’ll take my stand 
To live and die in Dixie.

‘Dixie’ ‘I Wish I Was in Dixie’s Land’ by Daniel Decatur Emmett (1859)

One of America’s most iconic national songs, Dixie has been the 
unofficial anthem of the (white) American South since the Civil 
War of the 1860s. Geographically, ‘Dixie’ or ‘Dixieland’ — the 
nickname comes from the North/South boundary known as the 
Mason-Dixon Line — is an umbrella term for the 11 Confederate 
states that split from the Northern Union to fight for the right 
to own slaves. In cultural terms, however, ‘Dixie’ implies that 
part of the USA where the romantic, almost mythic legend of 
the antebellum (pre-war) South still has considerable traction. 
Daniel Decatur Emmett’s lyrics celebrate a romantic vision of 
the Old South as it may once have been for a very few privileged 
aristocrats, but surely never was for most poor white people, 
let alone the black slaves who actually 
picked that cotton. In one of the most 
famous versions of modern times, the 
song’s signature lines were incorporated 
into Mississippi-born Elvis Presley’s 
classic anthem An American Trilogy, 
ironically mashed up with excerpts from 
Julia Ward Howe’s patriotic Battle Hymn 
of the Republic, sung by the victorious 
Union troops during the Civil War, and 
an old African-American spiritual. 

The enduring myth of romantic Dixie 
was perfectly captured in the florid 
epigraph to the 1939 film version of 
Margaret Mitchell’s 1936 Civil War saga 
Gone With The Wind, the most famous 
movie ever made during Hollywood’s 
‘Golden Age’. As the film’s epic opening 
credits roll, iconic images of the Old South 
such as peaceful fields being farmed 
by contented slaves and the sweeping 
majesty of the Mississippi river provide 
the backdrop for this nostalgic elegy:

There was a land of Cavaliers and 
Cotton Fields called the Old South. Here 
in this pretty world, Gallantry took its 
last bow. Here was the last ever to be 
seen of Knights and their Ladies Fair, of 
Master and of Slave. Look for it only in 
books, for it is no more than a dream 
remembered; a Civilization gone with 
the wind...

In her study of Gone With The Wind, 
feminist critic Molly Haskell, herself a 
Southerner, writes of 

the attraction of the Lost Cause 
mythology — we were grander, purer 
in defeat than were those crass, winner-
take-all Yankees with their greedy 

industrial culture. The myth of the Lost Cause and the moral 
superiority of losing defined and fed our romantic sense of 
ourselves, our specialness, our region marked by a defeat that 
wasn’t quite a defeat in a war that wasn’t quite over. 

Haskell 2009, p. 195

This signature attitude is part of the stock-in-trade of many 
Southern writers, with few demonstrating it more clearly than 
Thomas Lanier Williams, whose adoption of the nickname 
‘Tennessee’ signifies his commitment to dramatising the culture, 
values and conflicts of his native region. Yet, although Williams 
adored the South, he also saw its dreadful flaws and problems 
all too clearly. Thus, as he works through his complex and 
contradictory ideas about the region of his birth, rather than 
recycling the classic supernatural and fantastical techniques and 
conventions used by the father of the American Gothic, Edgar 
Allan Poe, Williams exposes the brutal everyday horrors of his 
contemporary world. 

Elizabeth Taylor as Maggie Pollitt 
in Cat on a Hot Tin Roof (1958)
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Southern Gothic
In his confessional essay ‘Person-to-Person’ Williams captures a 
sense of the tragicomic desperation of the Southern experience in 
general and the Southern writer in particular in this memorable 
vignette:

I once saw a group of little girls on a Mississippi sidewalk, 
all dolled up in their mothers’ and sisters’ cast-off finery, old 
raggedy ball gowns and plumed hats and high-heeled slippers, 
enacting a meeting of ladies in a parlour with a perfect mimicry 
of Southern gush and simper. But one child was not satisfied 
with the attention paid her performance by the others…so she 
stretched out her skinny arms and threw back her skinny neck 
and shrieked to the deaf heavens and her equally oblivious 
playmates, ‘Look at me, look at me, look at me!’ 

And then her mother’s high-heeled slippers threw her off 
balance and she fell to the sidewalk in a great howling tangle of 
soiled white satin and torn pink net, and still nobody looked at 
her. 

I wonder if she is not, now, a Southern writer.

Flannery O’Connor, one little girl who did grow up to be a 
Southern writer, deftly summed up the cultural divide as 
follows: ‘anything that comes out of the South is going to be 
called grotesque by the northern reader, unless it is grotesque, 
in which case it is going to be called realistic’ (O’Connor 
1969, p. 40). Williams certainly plunders the Gothic tropes 
archive in order to rewrite the traditional narrative of the 
South and confront its poisoned legacy of racism, sexism 
and homophobia. In Streetcar, for example, the vibrant, 
multicultural ambience of New Orleans is undercut by the 
presence of an eerie Mexican flower-seller, a raucous Tamale 
Vendor, a thieving prostitute and a violent drunk, while in 
Cat the clichéd antebellum caricature of the happy slave or 
‘Uncle Tom’ is subverted by Williams’s use of the Pollitts’ 
black servants, who are never seen on stage but heard at key 
dramatic moments. When Mae cries, ‘Oh Big Daddy, the field 
hands are singing for you!’, the spiritual they sing is Pick a Bale 
of Cotton. This traditional song evokes a far more ambivalent 
image of the Old South than Dixie and sinisterly underscores 
the fact that the tainted fortune the family is fighting for was 
founded on slave labour. While she is referring specifically to 
Big Daddy’s cancer, Mae’s comment that ‘The whole system’s 
poisoned’ applies to the whole family — and indeed the whole 
nation — as it risks going into meltdown against the backdrop 
of the Cold War.

The cultural outsider 
As a gay man and a Southerner, Tennessee Williams was ideally 
placed to become ‘a poet of the human heart’ and the ‘Laureate 
of the Outcast’ (Smith-Howard and Heintzelman 2005, p. 3). 
As Christopher Bigsby suggests, Williams’s status as a cultural 
outsider may be seen as one of the reasons he became a master 
of the dramatic form, a genre which, by definition, involves 
multiple ways of making meaning:

Since Williams is the poet of the unauthorised, the unsanctioned, 
the outlawed, it seems logical that he should choose a form 
which more easily releases its pluralism of meanings — under 

the pressure of actors, director, audience — than does the poem 
or the novel. It is not that novels have restrictive meanings but 
that the incompletions of the theatrical text are readily apparent, 
indeed implicit in the form. 

Bigsby 2008, p. 6

In his autobiography Timebends, Williams’s fellow icon of 
twentieth-century American theatre, Arthur Miller, describes 
the way in which his friend’s identity as a gay man inevitably 
politicised both his life and his art: 

If only because he came up at a time when homosexuality was 
absolutely unacknowledged in a public figure, Williams had to 
belong to a minority culture and understood in his bones what 
a brutal menace the majority could be if aroused against him… 
Certainly I never regarded him as the sealed-off aesthete he was 
thought to be. There is a radical politics of the soul as well as 
of the ballot box and the picket line. If he was not an activist it 
was not for the lack of a desire for justice, nor did he consider a 
theatre profoundly involved in society and politics…beyond his 
interest.

Miller 1999, p. 181

The poet Ted Hughes once declared, ‘Every work of art stems 
from a wound in the soul of the artist… Art is a psychological 
component of the auto-immune system that gives expression to 
the healing process. That is why great works of art make us feel 
good.’ Through his struggles to make sense of his own situation, 
Tennessee Williams became one of the principal architects of the 
all-conquering American drama that dominated the twentieth 
century. In the words of another acclaimed dramatist, Peter 
Shaffer, ‘He was a born dramatist as few are ever born… He 
could not write a dull scene… Tennessee Williams will live as 
long as drama itself.’

Bigsby, C. (2008) Modern American Drama, 1945–2000 (2nd edn), 
Cambridge University Press. 

Haskell, M. (2009) Frankly, My Dear: Gone with the Wind Revisited, 
Yale University Press.

Lahr, J. (2015) Tennessee Williams: Mad Pilgrimage of the Flesh, 
Bloomsbury Paperbacks.

Miller, A. (1999) Timebends: A Life, Methuen.

O’Connor, F. (1969) Mystery and Manners: Occasional Prose, S. 
Fitzgerald and R. Fitzgerald (eds), Farrar, Straus and Giroux.
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to Tennessee Williams: A literary reference to his life and work, 
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Why do American studies at university? Actually, what 
even is American studies? Some students only discover 

this degree by accident (even though it’s been around in the 
UK since the 1950s), or encounter it through a sudden burst 
of curiosity during a university open day, sitting in on a talk 
by chance. Some develop a taste for it through the American 
components of A-level study: reading thrilling, dark novels and 
dramas like The Great Gatsby, A Streetcar Named Desire or The 
Handmaid’s Tale, and finding out that the twentieth century 
really was the American century. 

Is this your experience? Maybe studying the struggle for 
black civil rights in the 1950s and 60s, or the doomy paranoia 
of the Cuban Missile Crisis and the Cold War, as part of a 
history A-level might inspire you to think about applying for an 
American studies programme. Perhaps it’s American movies, 
food or television that grabs you. Or perhaps the prospect of 
study and travel in a country that is incredibly diverse in both 
geography and culture, and that makes up half a continent, 
is tempting. Surely the trials and tribulations of the 2016 
presidential campaign is a good reason to develop an interest 
in American politics. But there is no A-level in American 
studies, so a really in-depth understanding of the life of the 
so-called ‘superpower’ that has contributed so much to shaping 
our world and our imaginations for the last century can seem 
inaccessible to pre-university students. 

An interdisciplinary degree
The first thing to say then about American studies as an 
undergraduate programme is that it addresses all the issues, 
topics and opportunities to engage with the world mentioned 
above. It is an interdisciplinary degree, which means it brings 

together many different kinds of study and thought — typically 
literature, history, politics, film and media, although other 
subject areas too, such as the performing arts, depending 
on the detail of the course you opt for. This gives you a solid 
foundation upon which to understand America. 

Whether it’s the subtleties of Moby Dick, the causes of the 
American Civil War, Atlantic slavery, Andy Warhol, Watergate, 
Gangs of New York, modernism, the Vietnam War, the American 
Constitution, Nina Simone, Breaking Bad or Sex and the City, 
the university academics guiding your understanding will be 
experts in literature, history, film, music, politics, art, feminism 
or popular culture, but they will be working in a team of 
staff who, as a group, carry the whole range of specialisms 
that make up your degree. American studies students have 
the opportunity to learn from all these areas. So a degree in 
American studies would allow you to continue developing a 
range of interests that other subject areas may close down. 

Even if you wish to pursue, say, literature as your main 
interest, interdisciplinarity will enhance your university 
experience and mode of learning, showing you the relevance 
of culture, society and politics to understanding literature. 
Many American studies degrees offer modules on politics or 
international relations, and since the UK maintains a ‘special 
relationship’ with the USA, you’ll get to grips with issues that 
in fact affect us all, perhaps more than ever in light of recent 
political events and as we move further away from Europe. 
As one of my current final year students noted recently, ‘I’m 
a better student of literature because I’ve been taught history, 
and I’m a better historian because I’ve been taught literature.’ 
They are right: these disciplines mutually reinforce and inform 
one another, and American studies allows you to connect and 

 prospects

American 
studies
Doug Haynes suggests taking your interests 
in American literature and culture further, by 
exploring American studies at university level
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understand a range of cultures, histories, discourses and ideas 
as they relate to the United States and the wider world. 

So that’s what American studies is. The reason why you might 
want to study it is its emphasis on intellectual curiosity, critical 
thinking and breadth of understanding. Many of these degrees 
offer a period of study in the USA, and the university will 
support you in taking up opportunities for study appropriate to 
your interests, often in collaborative arrangements with your 
home university.

What about Canada?
‘But what about Canada? Surely it’s part of the North American 
continent too?’ you might ask. Well, the good news is that 
both Birmingham and Nottingham Universities include 
Canada in their vision of American studies, offering degrees in 
‘American and Canadian studies’, while Sussex and Manchester 
Universities, among others, have exchange partners in Canada. 
In fact, a so-called ‘transnational’ approach to American studies 
is very popular among academics right now, although it is at 
master’s level that the most global approach can be found, 
especially at University College London’s Institute of the 
Americas. However, most other American studies departments 
and centres teaching undergraduate degrees focus on the USA 
itself. 

Connecting with other subjects
American studies is also a degree that connects well with other 
subjects, as you might expect from its interdisciplinary nature. 

While you would probably experience maximum choice of 
modules by studying a single honours degree, combining 
American studies with English or history is a common option 
at most universities offering American studies. If you want 
to focus on one discipline while keeping an active interest in 
others you can do just that. For example:

 ■ Manchester and Leicester joint their American studies 
degrees with English or history. 

 ■ The University of East Anglia does too, and adds creative 
writing as another possible joint.

 ■ Winchester adds creative writing, film, and media and 
communication to the mix. 

 ■ Kent offers one degree but with optional combinations of 
modules that favour history or literature. 

 ■ Sussex offers joints with English, history, film or politics, 
and a minor with law.

 ■ Birmingham offers American and Canadian studies with 
English or history.

 ■ Hull offers English literature or American studies with a 
language.

 ■ Nottingham offers film and television, Latin American 
studies or politics as joints, alongside other possibilities. 

There are many more: a thorough online search of the 20 
or so American studies departments in the UK will reveal the 
multiple subject combinations out there.
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Studying in the USA
Another real draw for the American studies degree is 
the opportunity to study in the USA, and under current 
government incentives, the student fees for a year in America 
are (currently) capped at £1350. Although you would also have 
maintenance and travel costs to consider, this is surely good 
value. Study abroad arrangements differ widely depending on 
the university, and you can ask questions about this before you 
apply, perhaps at a university open day. 

Some institutions offer 4-year degrees with an integrated 
year in the USA or Canada. Others offer the option of a 
semester or a year abroad in the second year of a 3-year degree, 
while some allow the choice between a 3- or 4-year degree with 
study abroad optional. Other institutions, such as Winchester, 
offer shorter periods of study abroad, on field trips. The range 
of American exchange institutions also varies considerably 
between universities — some have a handful of partnerships, 
while others have negotiated dozens. All American universities, 
however, offer huge selections of academic courses, and the 
experience of life on an American campus is both a wonderful 
challenge and academically rewarding. 

Beyond graduation
When you graduate, you will have a diverse, exciting and 
internationalised degree that will stand you in great stead in 
terms of employment, or further study. You will have a range 
of skills attractive to employers, gained from different subject 
areas, and from intercultural experiences, as well as a real depth 

of knowledge about America. American studies students find 
jobs in journalism, teaching, the Civil Service and broadcast 
media, to name just a few possible directions. As Angela Foster 
wrote in the Guardian, ‘The interdisciplinary nature of the 
[American studies] degree means it throws open doors to a 
wide range of sectors. Living the American dream need not be 
out of reach’ (2011). You might not be able to literally live the 
American dream, but nothing need be out of reach.

Online resources
For a list of American studies undergraduate degree programmes 
in the UK, see the Eccles Centre for American Studies: www.bl.uk/
eccles/amstudiesug.html 

For general information on studying American studies:

British Association of American Studies (BAAS): www.baas.ac.uk 

Discover American Studies: www.tinyurl.com/hczoko8 

Foster, A. (8 January 2011) ‘What to do with a degree in American 
Studies?’, Guardian. www.theguardian.com/money/2011/jan/08/
american-studies-degree

Hull University: www.tinyurl.com/jtjd6gl

The Complete University Guide: www.tinyurl.com/je5wom7
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During your study of Shakespearean comedy, you will often 
need to carry out a close analysis of a scene from the play 

you have chosen. Some exam papers require you to respond 
directly to a given extract from that play. This article uses a 
scene from Twelfth Night to suggest some ways of tackling this 
kind of question. 

You may be asked to:
 ■ explore the significance of the extract in relation to the 

comedy of the play as a whole
 ■ include in your answer relevant analysis of Shakespeare’s 

dramatic methods 
Key terms in the first instruction are significance, extract, 

relation, comedy and whole. Your response should address all of 
these. You must focus on both the extract and its relation to 
the rest of the play. You are not looking for every little thing 
in the extract that might be ‘significant’, but for those aspects 
that meaningfully relate to the ‘comedy of the play as a whole’. 
The word ‘significance’ also invites you to consider different 
interpretations of the play. The second instruction asks for 
relevant analysis of Shakespeare’s dramatic methods; ‘relevant’ here 
means relevant to this specific extract and its relationship to 
the rest of the play. 

Don’t spend too long planning this sort of answer. Outline 
your main points and keep checking against the text for details 
that will support what you want to say. One way of beginning 
your answer is to explain where the extract sits in the play. Is it 
at the beginning, middle or the end? Is it a turning point or a 
discovery? How does it connect with what has gone before or 
comes afterwards? But don’t waste time relating the whole plot. 
Your reader knows the story. Shape your argument so that you 
develop a clear line of thought, keeping the focus on aspects of 
dramatic comedy. 

Exploring the significance of this extract 
The first thing that might strike you about this scene is that it 
is not particularly humorous in the way that some later scenes 
of the play are. That does not detract from its importance in 
the comedy. Remember that analysis of comedy is about much 
more than pointing out how the scene might make people 
laugh. Comedy employs certain motifs and structural patterns, 
and this extract provides one example of how these work. 

The previous scene, the opening scene of the play, has 
introduced us to the character of Duke Orsino, his court, and 
his seemingly hopeless love for the Countess Olivia. This 

 unseen texts

Shakespearean 

comedy

Viola (Emily Taaffe) 
emerges from the 
water after the 
shipwreck at the 
opening of Twelfth 
Night (RSC, 2012) 

Pete Bunten offers approaches on 
how to analyse an unseen piece of 
Shakespearean comedy, based on 
a scene from Twelfth Night
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Extract from Twelfth Night 

The sea-coast
Enter Viola, a Captain, and Sailors 

VIOLA 
What country, friends, is this?

CAPTAIN 
This is Illyria, lady.

VIOLA 
And what should I do in Illyria? 

My brother he is in Elysium. 

Perchance he is not drown’d: what think you, sailors?

CAPTAIN 
It is perchance that you yourself were saved.

VIOLA 
O my poor brother! and so perchance may he be.

CAPTAIN 
True, madam: and, to comfort you with chance, 

Assure yourself, after our ship did split, 

When you and those poor number saved with you 

Hung on our driving boat, I saw your brother, 

Most provident in peril, bind himself, 

Courage and hope both teaching him the practise, 

To a strong mast that lived upon the sea; 

Where, like Arion on the dolphin’s back, 

I saw him hold acquaintance with the waves 

So long as I could see.

VIOLA 
For saying so, there’s gold: 

Mine own escape unfoldeth to my hope, 

Whereto thy speech serves for authority, 

The like of him. Know’st thou this country?

CAPTAIN 
Ay, madam, well; for I was bred and born 

Not three hours’ travel from this very place.

VIOLA 
Who governs here?

CAPTAIN 
A noble duke, in nature as in name.

VIOLA 
What is his name?

CAPTAIN 
Orsino.

VIOLA 
Orsino! I have heard my father name him: 

He was a bachelor then.

CAPTAIN 
And so is now, or was so very late; 

For but a month ago I went from hence, 

And then ‘twas fresh in murmur, — as, you know, 

What great ones do the less will prattle of, — 

That he did seek the love of fair Olivia.

VIOLA 
What’s she?

CAPTAIN 
A virtuous maid, the daughter of a count 

That died some twelvemonth since, then leaving her 

In the protection of his son, her brother, 

Who shortly also died: for whose dear love, 

They say, she hath abjured the company 

And sight of men.

VIOLA 
O that I served that lady 
And might not be delivered to the world, 

Till I had made mine own occasion mellow, 

What my estate is!

CAPTAIN 
That were hard to compass; 

Because she will admit no kind of suit, 

No, not the duke’s.

VIOLA 
There is a fair behaviour in thee, captain; 

And though that nature with a beauteous wall 

Doth oft close in pollution, yet of thee 

I will believe thou hast a mind that suits 

With this thy fair and outward character. 

I prithee, and I’ll pay thee bounteously, 

Conceal me what I am, and be my aid 

For such disguise as haply shall become 

The form of my intent. I’ll serve this duke: 

Thou shall present me as an eunuch to him: 

It may be worth thy pains; for I can sing 

And speak to him in many sorts of music 

That will allow me very worth his service. 

What else may hap to time I will commit; 

Only shape thou thy silence to my wit.

CAPTAIN 
Be you his eunuch, and your mute I’ll be: 

When my tongue blabs, then let mine eyes not see.

VIOLA 
I thank thee: lead me on.
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scene makes further reference to these two characters, but 
from a different perspective. You might, therefore, look at 
this scene in terms of how the beginnings of these characters’ 
comedic journeys are represented at this point in the play. 
You might also consider the scene in terms of ideas about 
the ‘Old World, Green World, New World’ comic construct. 
Many Shakespearean comedies involve a journey that passes 
through a ‘green world’, on the way from an ‘old’ to a ‘new’ 
world. This green world is not constrained by the rules of 
normal society. It can be a place of festival and freedom, or 
a place of danger. Here, the characters gain understanding 
before returning to a world that is now made ‘new’ by what 
they have learned.

The scene occurs just after a shipwreck. The ship can be 
seen as representing the old world; its wrecking opens the 
new green world of Illyria where things will be inverted 
and disordered. The first inversion is that the twins, Viola 
and Sebastian, have been separated. Here, the play comes 
close to dark comedy or even tragedy, as Sebastian is at first 
presumed drowned or dead. ‘My brother he is in Elysium,’ 
cries Viola. Viola also learns of Countess Olivia and her dark 
and depressing situation; she has ‘abjured the company and 
sight of men’. You may feel, however, that the scene gradually 
reveals a more positive outlook: ‘Mine own escape unfoldeth 
to my hope,’ says Viola. Although we may expect that Olivia 
and Orsino will eventually find love, and that Sebastian has 
survived, it is clear that much has to happen before comedy 
can triumph.

The setting
The location is important. Illyria is an imaginary place, 
where we might expect strange things to happen. It is the 
equivalent of a ‘confusing forest’ where identities are fluid and 
unbounded. The sea-coast is a place between two worlds: the 
sea and the land. Following the characters as they negotiate 
the journey from the sea to safety is a typical comedic arc. You 
may also notice how this scene is a counterpoint to Orsino’s 
first scene. In these two scenes, both Orsino and Viola declare 
their plans, the unfolding of which will leads to much comic 
confusion. The main function of this scene is exposition; the 
audience is informed about the state of affairs in the world 
of the play and what Viola intends to do. Characteristically 
of comedy, the action will soon speed up. Viola will be the 
main catalyst of this action, as well as being at the heart of 
the aspects of romance that are so integral to Shakespearean 
comedy.

The scene opens up the opportunities for a great deal of 
change and turbulence which must occur before the happy 
ending we expect can fall into place. Viola’s decision to 
disguise herself as Cesario is a key comedic moment. This 
kick-starts the comedy. When a woman temporarily becomes 
a man in a love story, confusion will inevitably follow. 
‘Conceal me what I am,’ she says, and concealment is also a 
key operation within comedy. You should be able to make a 
connection between the ways in which these decisions open 
up comic possibilities for the middle of the play, and also how 
the many resulting problems are eventually resolved. Olivia 
falls in love with a woman, while Orsino almost seems to be 

falling in love with a boy. You might want to comment on 
other examples of disguise and concealment, such Malvolio’s 
yellow stockings, Sir Andrew’s bravado, and Feste acting the 
part of Sir Topas. These elements may remind us that the 
outcome of comic confusion can be very uncertain. It is these 
kinds of links between the extract and the play as a whole that 
can gain you marks. 

Music and money 
Such aspects of structure are important features of dramatic 
method, but there are also other elements of dramatic comedy 
that contribute to the thematic cohesion of the play as a whole. 
Viola talks of singing, and ‘many sorts of music’, which echoes 
the opening lines of the first scene — ‘If music be the food of 
love, play on’ — and suggests that there will be a significant 
musical element in the play. This is later developed through the 
music and songs of Feste and the carousing of Sir Toby and Sir 
Andrew. 

Music is a familiar aspect of Shakespearean comedy. At a 
more practical level so is money. The characters operate within 
a world where economic considerations matter. There is a clear 
emphasis on monetary reward in this scene. Viola pays the 
Captain for his information, and payment for allowed foolery 
is an idea that recurs throughout the play. Sir Toby, Sir Andrew, 
and even Viola and Sebastian pay Feste for his work as a fool. 
Right from the outset, therefore, there is an idea of payment for 
appropriate service. 

Even apparently unimportant characters deserve comment. 
The Captain is a minor character. Nevertheless he not only 
supplies hope of Sebastian’s survival but also provides the 
information which will help Viola to find a place in Illyria. 
Structurally, at the end of the play he will come to play a small 
but important part in bringing about the comic resolution. 

By the end of this scene, therefore, several characteristic 
features of dramatic comedy have become apparent. A 
new arrival, Viola, has been introduced into an apparently 
moribund society, which we may imagine she will in some 
way change. The central characters are likely to be tested in 
many ways, and the potential for discord and comic confusion 
is clear. We can see, however, that love in its different forms 
is a powerful force in Illyria, and we may anticipate some 
interesting romantic developments.

Bevis, M. (2013) Comedy: A Very Short Introduction, Oxford 
University Press.

Gay, P. (2008) The Cambridge Introduction to Shakespeare’s 
Comedies, Cambridge University Press.
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Leggatt, A. (ed.) (2002) The Cambridge Companion to Shakespearean 
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Journey’s End was written by a veteran who had actually 
served in the First World War. R. C. Sherriff, junior officer 
of the East Surrey Regiment, based the play on the letters 

home to his parents and friends that he had written a decade 
earlier in the spring and summer of 1917, before his wounding 
at Passchendaele and subsequent return to England. As a direct 
trench portrait, this play has always been prized for a sense of 
documentary realism that has enabled readers and audiences 
to enter into the front-line experience. Sherriff ’s biographer, 
Roland Wales, has drawn on primary sources such as those from 
Sherriff ’s own collection held at the Surrey History Centre to 
discuss what about the play is most true to life, but Journey’s End 
is still a fiction. 

The war play to end all war plays?
Journey’s End
Charlotte Purkis reconsiders R. C. Sherriff’s 
play, and questions how likely it is to retain its 
status as the dominant stage representation 
in the continuing context of reflective and 
reconstructive postwar writing
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The war play to end all war plays?
Journey’s End

War as context rather than subject
War as a context is more overt in Journey’s End than war as a 
subject because it is so difficult to show and challenging to 
talk about. Sherriff ’s characters accordingly spend more time 
drinking, eating and discussing food: they are just men living 
in very close proximity, conversing with and tolerating one 
another. This approach is important for any director to grasp, 
because although the final offensive lies heavy in the air, on the 
stage for much of the time rests a tense, quiet present. Sherriff 
was an amateur playwright trying to achieve the best ‘well-
made play’ account of his time at war to commemorate those 
with whom he had served and the friends he had lost. His 
characters are believable personalities drawn from across the 
classes sketched with traits that struck a deep chord for interwar 
audiences of a wide social mix. Stanhope, jaded, exhausted and 
shocked but able to retain his Captain’s command role whatever 
the challenge, Raleigh, his youthful, idealistic counterpart, 
and Hibbert, who offers a fearful ‘coward’ perspective, are 
all officer class. Osborne — older, married, pipe-smoking, 
middle-class schoolmaster and second-in-command — is 
symbolically the hugely important father figure of the group. 
Trotter is the most ordinary rank-and-file character, lower class 
but promoted on Osborne’s demise, and Mason, the uneducated 
and lower-class cook, is indispensable to the life of the trench. 
Although the trench setting is claustrophobic, the naturalistic 
style is appealing in its down-to-earth domesticity. For the 
contemporary spectator, the playing out of the English class 
system and its relationships was comfortably reassuring.

Written in 1927–28 and starting its first major run in 1929, 
Journey’s End is arguably the most successful play to come out 
of the war. Sherriff ’s theatrical agency, Curtis Brown, continues 
to classify it as a ‘ground-breaking play’ on its website, and its 
canonical place as the ‘classic’ or ‘seminal’ war text seems secure 
based on positive audience reaction in a variety of contexts; it 
has lasted ‘the test of time’ when other war plays have not. Thus 
Journey’s End allows us to examine a wide range of different 
responses to the experience of the First World War and the 
collective meanings, memories and messages that have come to 
be associated with artistic expressions of the conflict. 

Reflection
Certainly contemporary audiences felt that Journey’s End 
revealed what the war had been like, enabling survivors and 
non-combatants to understand it more. It was welcomed as an 

opportunity to reflect on rather than to revisit the war, in spite 
of its documentary realism, since combat is a relatively minor 
part of the everyday events it shows. Interwar audiences valued 
the opportunity to see replayed something of the lifestyle of the 
returning silent father, brother or son, or the last days of the 
dead heroic loved one.

Andrew Maunder believes the play does more than simply 
reflect wartime experience, by showing the effects of war on 
individuals. This is borne out by the subtext of stress leading 
the soldiers to drink a lot of alcohol, a fact of life which many 
establishment figures tried to deny as the play’s success built. 
Having to get drunk in order to keep functioning and deal with 
the tedium of trench life was seen as an unpatriotic portrait of 
the lost heroes of the war. 

What does it tell us ‘about’ the war?
Acknowledging the play’s completion and production date is 
important. Journey’s End had two contexts even at the start of 
its life on stage: the First World War, and the period a decade 
after the war, from 1928 onwards as it journeyed to fame. We 
need to appreciate that Sherriff ’s perspective is both present and 
retrospective, stemming both from actual documents and the 
author’s memory. Furthermore, other meanings are constructed 
by the multifarious views, memories and emotions of the 
numerous audience members who have collectively formed the 
play’s multilayered reception history. 

When we ‘read’ any text through a critical lens, asking 
questions and analysing meanings, its context must be 
considered. Although Sherriff had served in the war, he was 
no longer on active service when he wrote the play. This 
distinguishes Journey’s End from much other famous war 
literature, notably poetry written from the front line. Yet while 
the immediate context of this text is therefore ‘postwar’, these 
years were arguably still years of war, because so much of life 
continued to be affected by the events of 1914–18. Because 
Journey’s End was written a decade after the end of the war, it 
needs to be read as a cultural document born of that time of 
postwar memorialisation, grieving and anxieties. Ten years after 
the Armistice was a watershed moment. Critique of the war was 
growing stronger; challenging memoirs appeared. Journey’s End 
was one of several literary texts disclosing ‘unpalatable truths’, 
as Rebecca D’Monte puts it.

Journey’s End developed a rather surprising cult following 
in the 1930s, for while it was certainly the most talked-about 

AQA (A): Paper 2: ‘World War 1 
and its aftermath’
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play of the decade, it had few of the usual ingredients for 
entertainment. Much press attention was given to the woman 
who drove through the night to catch four foreign versions 
around Europe in October 1929, which partly made up for 
the disappointing lack of women in the play. There was also 
discussion of titillating angles in the male relationships seen 
on stage, and at one point members of the cast featured in their 
shiny tin hats in Vogue magazine. This fan culture surrounding 
the play contributed to shoring up its initial success at the box 
office and that of its subsequent novelisation (1930) and film 
and television versions (notably 1930, 1931 [in German] and 
1988). 

Retelling the war
The history of Journey’s End can retell stories of the meanings 
of the war by enabling us to focus on moments in its reception 
history. We can trace these meanings by considering evidence 
of differing reactions to the play in further times and places, 
— for example, the revivals by incarcerated prisoner of war 
theatre groups in the Second World War have been explored by 
Emily Curtis Walters. The play’s very title continues to match 
the clichéd perception of the First World War today, because 
‘going over the top’ and thus out of the trenches was how an 
overwhelming number of soldiers died. We also know that 
soldiers had to follow orders to do so and that once you were in 

a trench you either stayed in the mud or you got out. For most, 
the only way out was over and in the majority of reflections 
on the First World War this remains the dominant and iconic 
image. 

Challenging 
It is important not to fall into the trap of dismissing Journey’s 
End as conventional. In fact, it was challenging when it 
first appeared and it has been seen to be so again at several 
crucial points in its performance history. For example, Daniel 
Grindley’s 2004 revival had a massive impact at the seventy-
fifth anniversary of the play’s original production, providing 
a run-up to the First World War centenary. Members of the 
audience reported leaving the theatre in a state of shock and 
being affected for many days by what they had witnessed, just 
as in the early 1930s. 

It is important to understand retrospective perception in its 
context and disengage from contemporary viewpoints. However, 
a balanced engagement with First World War drama does entitle 
us to ask questions about the relative standpoint of different and 
lesser-known works, such as those in Rawlinson’s anthology, or 
Velona Pilcher’s forgotten play The Searcher (1929), and so to 
re-examine other attitudes to the war, to humanity and also to 
pacifism.

Revivals and versions 
Further productions of any play raise new questions and can 
suggest new interpretations which either reinforce or challenge 
established performance conventions and accepted meanings. 
Thus, exploring adaptations of Journey’s End can contribute to 
understanding the lasting significance of this play. There is a 
satirical and humorous replaying in Noel Coward’s Post Mortem; 
he had been inspired by briefly acting as Stanhope on a tour to 
Singapore in 1930. Joan Littlewood’s Theatre Workshop musical 
Oh What A Lovely War (1963) was an alternative to the boarding-
school atmosphere, the lack of open condemnation for the 
war and the assumption framing Journey’s End that heroism 
was a universal ideal. As a member of a younger generation, 
Littlewood wanted to question all these assumptions. Richard 
Curtis and Ben Elton’s final series of Blackadder Goes Forth 
(1989) is a more recent parody in which hapless Baldrick mirrors 
Mason. The show depends for its comic effect on a shared 
cultural heritage not only of First World War trench life but also 
of Journey’s End. Its transfer into such successful sitcom proved 
that Sherriff ’s setting and conversational patter were readily 
graspable by television audiences. 

British soldiers in 
First World War 
trenches

Questions
1 What is the play Journey’s End not about? What can other plays 
offer us that is as distinct and unique?

2 Is it ‘better’ to go back to an old play, written by someone who 
was there, or to continue to explore the postwar memorialising 
visions that are closely connected to the past albeit through modern 
stage and screen adaptation? Or, is it more useful and relevant 
to explore the war from the benefit of greater and more-rounded 
cumulative historical knowledge of it — that is, through a corpus of 
new writing reimagining the experience?
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The war play ‘to end all’ war plays? 
Journey’s End seems ‘unmatched as a theatrical response to the 
First World War’, according to Maunder who proposes that 
‘different views…set the terms for a critical debate that is still 
being played out’, inviting readers to involve themselves in 
the continuation of this discussion. The play’s presence as a 
key examination text and a popular choice for amateur and 
student companies makes it interesting to see what sort of 
further responses come about as we approach its centenary. How 
important will it be if new audiences ‘like’ the play? Will it be 
possible to take anything other than a documentary approach? 
A new film adaptation of Journey’s End scheduled for release in 
autumn 2017 will no doubt capture new audiences for the play.

Journey’s End’s dominance over other postwar dramatic 
expressions is something we should perhaps now interrogate more 
fully. There were and are many other dramatic representations 
offering different examples, which are ripe for exploration. 
Centenary reflections on the First World War reveal a myriad of 
other experiences to those of the dead soldier heroes, including 
survival (rather than certain death), the experiences of non-
combatants and life on the home front. Other plays, recovered 
from the past, drawn from the now long period of postwar 
aftermath, contemporaneous or not with Sherriff ’s blockbuster, 
help focus our attention on these. Horses, children, deserters, 
women and other participants are now having their voices heard.

War Horse (Morpurgo 1982 and Stafford 2007), The Accrington 
Pals (Whelan 1981), Bird Song (Faulks 1993 and Wagstaff 2010), 
The Christmas Truce (Porter 2014), First Light (Hayhurst 2016) 
and Home Front (BBC 2014–16) are all successful interventions 
into war representation authored by people born long after the 
war had ended. There is an element of truth and basis in fact 
for all these new texts because their makers have responded 
to the historical recovery of lived history, including that field 

of memorialisation where writers have fictionalised war 
experiences of their own relatives. 

Overwhelmingly, the approach at the centenary has been to 
probe the nature and consequences of the war, making all of 
the drama being created and revived political. Whether or not 
Sherriff ’s play itself adopted an anti-war stance or whether it is 
the production or reception of the play and its afterlives that can 
construct this reading, its demonstration of how war shattered 
life continues to speak very directly to many.  

Curtis Walters, E. (2016) ‘Between Entertainment and Elegy: The 
Unexpected Success of R. C. Sherriff’s Journey’s End (1928)’, Journal of 
British Studies, Vol. 55, No. 02, pp. 344–73, DOI: 10.1017/jbr.2016.3.

D’Monte, R. (2015) British Theatre and Performance 1900–1950, 
Bloomsbury.

Gore-Langton, R. (2013) Journey’s End: The Classic War Play 
Explored, Oberon Books.

Maunder, A. (2016) R. C. Sherriff’s Journey’s End, Bloomsbury.

Purkis, C. (2016) ‘The Mediation of Constructions of Pacifism in 
Journey’s End and The Searcher, Two Contrasting Dramatic Memorials 
from the late 1920s’, Journalism Studies, Vol. 17, No. 4, pp. 502–16. 
www.tinyurl.com/zx7mpmt 

Rawlinson, M. (2014) First World War Plays, Bloomsbury.

Wales, R. (2016) From Journey’s End to The Dam Busters: The Life of 
R. C. Sherriff, Playwright of the Trenches, Pen and Sword Military.
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Edith Wharton (1862–1937) was born into an upper-class 
New York family and was thus ‘expected to be beautiful, 

elegant and well-dressed, certainly not to think of herself as 
intelligent, creative or sexual’, as the feminist critic Elaine 
Showalter notes (Showalter 2009, p. 272). Wharton’s tragic 
novella Ethan Frome (1911) is unique among her works in being 
set among the rural working class of New England rather than 
the aristocratic elite she typically depicted and knew so well. 

New England, ‘with its lonely lives in half-deserted…villages, 
before the coming of the motor and the telephone’, was for 
Wharton ‘a primal landscape that exposed the harsh face of 

human existence’, argues Showalter (Showalter 2009,  
p. 277). Wharton herself saw the ‘snowbound villages of Western 
Massachusetts’ as ‘still grim places, morally and physically: 
insanity, incest, and slow mental and moral starvation were 
hidden away behind the paintless wooden house-fronts of 
the long village street, or the isolated farmhouses on the 
neighbouring hills’ (Wharton in Showalter 2009, p. 277). Noting 
the hold the landscape had on the imagination of another great 
female novelist, Wharton felt ‘Emily Brontë would have found as 
savage tragedies in our remoter valleys as in her Yorkshire moors’ 
(Wharton in Showalter 2009, p. 277). 

 if you liked this… 

Ethan Frome 
by Edith Wharton

If you have enjoyed Tennessee Williams’s Gothic presentation of America’s Deep South in A Streetcar 
Named Desire and Cat on a Hot Tin Roof (see the article ‘Southern discomfort’ on pp. 22–25), Edith 
Wharton’s sinister evocation of the isolated farming communities of New England in the novella  
Ethan Frome might also appeal to you. Nicola Onyett takes a look 
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The ‘smash-up’
The physical and mental torture endured by the mysterious 
farmer Ethan Frome prompts the text’s unnamed narrator to 
try to piece together the chain of events that wrecked his life 
a quarter of a century earlier. What led to the terrible sledging 
accident in the snow graphically referred to by the locals as 
Ethan’s ‘smash-up’ is a tale of forbidden love and great tragedy. 
At the heart of the text is a moral and social debate about 
what, in the end, was to blame for the ruin of all the cursed 
protagonist’s hopes. Was it his childless and loveless marriage 
to the hysterical hypochondriac Zeena, and hopeless love 
for her cousin, Mattie Silver, or the town of Starkfield, which 
virtually becomes a character itself? 

This is a tale of people whose lives and personalities 
are shaped, controlled and defined by their oppressively 
conservative way of life to the extent that suicide seems 
their only possible means of escape. Ethan has simply ‘been 
in Starkfield too many winters’ — frozen to the marrow 
emotionally as well as physically by the cruel and bitter 
weather that lasts half the year. Wharton’s description of the 
topography, culture and dialect of rural New England and their 
impact on those who live out their harsh lives there makes 
Ethan Frome a classic of the ‘local colour’ genre. 

Making sense of the patchwork
Wharton’s use of a frame story in which an outsider pieces 
together a narrative that encapsulates the spirit of the place 
in question is another trope typical of regional literature. As 

with Brontë’s Lockwood 
in Wuthering Heights, 
Wharton’s unnamed 
engineer patchworks 
together Ethan’s story, 
mediating between 
Starkfield and the world 
beyond. This frame 
bookends the central 
part of the narrative, 
in which Ethan’s tragic 
history unfolds as an 
extended flashback. In her 
introduction to the text 
Wharton pointed out that 
her chosen method allows 
for each of the Starkfield 
villagers ‘contribut[ing] to 
the narrative just so much 
as he or she is capable of 
understanding…Only the 
narrator of the tale has 
scope enough to see it all.’ 
As the engineer declares at 
the very beginning of the 
narrative, ‘I had the story, 

bit by bit, from various people, and, as generally happened in 
such cases, each time it was different.’ Praised at the time of 
publication as having ‘the inevitability of great Greek tragedy’, 
Wharton’s sinisterly claustrophobic evocation of Starkfield and 
the ways in which Ethan, Mattie and Zeena are trapped by its 
stifling mores and values more than lives up to this description 
(Showalter 2009, p. 279).

Showalter, E. (2009) A Jury of Her Peers: American Women Writers 
from Anne Bradstreet to Annie Proulx, Virago.

Film
A film adaptation of Ethan Frome was made in 1993, directed by John 
Madden and featuring Liam Neeson as Ethan, Joan Allen as Zeena 
and Patricia Arquette as Mattie. 

Online resource
The full text of Ethan Frome is available at: www.tinyurl.com/
hug2m4w
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Today, William Shakespeare is recognised as one of the 
world’s greatest ever poets, and some of his greatest poetry 
is found in King Lear. The play was performed before King 

James and his courtiers on 26 December 1606. They were the 
first to feel the power of its language:

LEAR:  Blow, wind, and crack your cheeks! rage! blow! 
You cataracts and hurricanoes, spout 
Till you have drench’d our steeples, drown’d the cocks! 
You sulphurous and thought-executing fires, 
Vaunt-couriers to oak-cleaving thunderbolts, 
Singe my white head! And thou, all-shaking thunder, 
Strike flat the thick rotundity o’ th’ world! 
Crack nature’s moulds, all germens spill at once 
That make ingrateful man! 

King Lear (Act 3 Scene 9)

Language at full bore
This speech is the English language at full bore. Its first wonderful 
line is all monosyllables. There are only eight of them, though 
we expect ten syllables in the Shakespearean pentameter. The 
hammer-blow verbs give the length and strength that this great 
line delivers: blow, crack, rage, blow. The tempest in which Lear 
finds himself is matched by the anger that blows, cracks and 
rages within him. The language revels in cosmic disorder, but 
we are not to forget that this is more than a king raging at the 
universe. This is a father raging at his daughters. The wind is 
roused, addressed, defied. The image evoked is one from maps 
of the time, maps that represented a wind as a floating head with 
streaming hair and puffing cheeks.

From the second line onwards, Shakespeare introduces 
polysyllables: cataracts, hurricanoes, sulphurous. They are 

matched in successive lines by stupendous phrases: thought-
executing, vaunt-couriers, oak-cleaving, all-shaking. And still 
the battering monosyllables ring out: spout, cocks, fires. Lear 
is in murderous mood and a dark sexuality colours his hatred. 
He sees the round world in its ‘thick rotundity’ as fecund 
womankind. Earlier in the play, Lear prayed for the infertility 
of his hated daughters. He now calls down infertility on all 
daughters. Crack the moulds, he cries; destroy their ovaries. 
Spill their ‘germens’, he cries; destroy the germ cells that make 
mankind. His hatred for disobedient children and rebellious 
subjects cannot go further.

The language of Shakespeare can be terrible, terrifying, 
tremendous. Any nine lines of King Lear reveal the same 
treasure of word use, word change, word power. The language 
of Shakespeare can overwhelm us even as it can enrich us. 
Nonetheless, ‘the language of Shakespeare’ means more than 
one thing. There is the language that is especially his: his poetry, 
his rhetoric, his words. That said, the language of Shakespeare is 
at the same time, simply, the English language. If we turn back 
to Lear’s nine lines and examine them not as the language of one 
particular user but as the language that we all use, then we can 
analyse the nine lines to a quite different end.

The language we all use
In those nine lines, there is one word from Celtic, one word 
from Greek, ten words from Latin and French, and 52 from Old 
English. It may be no surprise that there is only one word from 
Greek, ‘cataracts’, and even that came to English by way of Latin. 
It is something of a mystery that there is only one Celtic word. 
That word is ‘Lear’. It derives from the name of the Celtic god 
Lir. Why are there no words from Lir’s language in Lear’s speech?

King Lear
and Old English
Christopher Mulvey looks at the nature of Shakespeare’s language, 
here focusing on the tragedy of King Lear
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The invaders, who came to call themselves the English, 
adopted almost no words from Britonnic, the Celtic language 
of the territory we now call England. However, eventually and 
by a roundabout route, those invaders did adopt some Britonnic 
stories. In medieval England, the Celtic god Lir became the 
English king Leir who offered to divide his kingdom between 
his daughters in portions as they declared their love for him. 
His eldest daughters asserted their exceeding love. His youngest 
daughter refused to speak. Tragedy followed.

The story was told in the drama of King Leir, playing in 
London in the 1590s. The story is told again and elaborated by 
subplots in Shakespeare’s King Lear. The once-Celtic god speaks 
English, and there are Frenchmen at his court. Shakespeare was 
concerned not with historical accuracy but with the relation of 
father to daughter, the foolishness of age and the language of 
commitment.

The old explanation for the absence of Britonnic words in 
English was that the Germanics swept the Celts west into Wales 
and Cornwall. DNA analysis says that was not what happened. 
Celtic genes survive but hardly any Celtic words — there is 
‘brock’ meaning ‘badger’, ‘Avon’ and ‘Ouse’ both meaning ‘river’, 
and ‘dad’.

Dating the English language
We date the history of the English language from the arrival in 
Britannia of those Germanics. That is an artificial, if convenient, 
starting point. The English language is as old as language itself. 
Before it was English, it was West Germanic. Before it was West 
Germanic, it was Germanic. Before it was Germanic, it was 
Proto-Indo-European. That is the ancestor language of peoples 
from the Atlantic to the Urals and from the Himalayas to 

the Satpuras. The Indo-European language families of Western 
Europe are the Hellenic (including Greek), the Italic (including 
Latin and French), the Celtic (including Gaelic and Britonnic) 
and the Germanic (including English and German).

So Shakespeare’s language is a descendant of Proto-Indo-
European. It is a centum language, the language family of 
Western Europe from which have developed the Hellenic, Italic, 
Celtic and Germanic languages. As Shakespeare learned to 
speak in Stratford in Warwickshire, he learned a dialect of 
English that owed more to the Angles who had invaded fifth-
century Britannia than to the Saxons and the Jutes, also speaking 
versions of West Germanic and also invading Britannia.

From 600 AD onwards, written records began to appear in 
Anglian, Mercian, West Saxon and Kentish, the four major 
dialects of Old English. Kentish has left little trace in Modern 
English, but West Saxon gave rise to West Country English, 
Mercian to Midlands English and Anglian to North Country 
English and Scots.

Mercian, the language of the people of the Marches, of the 
Borders, was the predecessor of Shakespeare’s childhood English. 
Watling Street had divided the ancient kingdom of Mercia in 
half. To the east lay the Danelaw, the region of England that King 
Alfred had ceded to the Danes in 878 AD. There East Midlands 
English developed. To the west lay counties where the Danes did 
not settle: Warwickshire, Worcestershire, Shropshire. There West 
Midlands English developed.

West Midlands English is what Shakespeare spoke as a 
boy. It had its own accent, vocabulary and grammar. Those 
features (what the Victorians called Warwickshireisms) can be 
detected in his plays. Words and personal names provide the 
greatest number, but perhaps the most significant feature is a 
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grammatical one — West Midlanders said ‘he walks’ not ‘he 
walketh’.

People came to London speaking every kind of English, but, 
primarily, London’s English was East Midlands English. That was 
the dialect closest to Shakespeare’s own, and, at the West End of 
London, East Midlands English was turning itself into a prestige 
dialect. The equality of dialects that was characteristic of Middle 
English was going. At the same time, English was turning itself 
into a learned language, so that it could be a vehicle for every 
kind of knowledge. To do that, written English was regularising 
its spelling and grammar and expanding its vocabulary. Between 
1500 and 1700, it took some 20,000 words from Latin.

Lear’s own language features
Looked at in light of the history of English, the language that 
Shakespeare gives King Lear throws up important points. 
The Lear speech from Act 3 includes ten Italic words and 52 
Germanic words. That count conceals the fact that the English 
vocabulary of Shakespeare’s day was overwhelmingly Latin and 
French in origin. Is Lear’s speech misleading? The answer to that 
question requires a different approach to words than a study of 
their origins. We need to look both at the classes of words that 
make a language function and at the kinds of language that 
Shakespeare gave his characters.

Lear in his rage, despair and desperation speaks a language 
from the heart’s core. Driving verbs sound his fury: blow, crack, 

make, singe, spill, spout, strike. So with Lear’s nouns: cheeks, 
cocks, fires, head, man, oak, moulds, thought, winds, world. So 
with his adjectives: drench’d, drown’d, flat, thick, white.

Of Lear’s 63 words, 52 are monosyllabic. Actors and audiences 
alike love the opportunity that monosyllables give for expressing 
rage. But 80% plus is a very high ratio of monosyllables to 
polysyllables. It reflects not a particular feature of the English 
language but a particular feature of Lear’s language. Lear is 
raging against life. A thunderstorm rages against Lear. As Lear 
retreats to the primitive, Shakespeare finds an extreme of 
language.

Open and closed classes
For purposes of linguistic analysis, words are regularly divided 
into open and closed classes. Open class includes nouns, verbs, 
adjectives and open-type adverbs. Closed class includes articles, 
pronouns, conjunctions, modals, prepositions, closed-type 
adverbs and exclamations. Broadly speaking, the closed class 
does the work of grammar and the open class is the vehicle of 
sense. While a list of closed-class words tells us next to nothing 
about the meaning of a passage, a list of its open-class words can 
give us some idea of what is being said.

Joseph Bosworth and Thomas Toller’s An Anglo-Saxon 
Dictionary contains some 10,000 words. Most of them we are 
still using in everyday speech. They might be called the root 
vocabulary of English, and that is why Shakespeare has his once 
Celtic god turned British king resort to them in his passion. 
In An Anglo-Saxon Dictionary, we find all of Lear’s closed-class 
words: all, and, at, have, my, of, once, our, that, the, thou, till, 
to, you, your. Several are repeated several times. That is the way 
with such words because they are working like scaffolding poles 
to hold in place the words that carry the meaning.

In the closed-class words, there is not one of French or Latin 
origin. Closed-class words provide the scaffolding of grammar 
on which the sense-bearing nouns, verbs, adjectives and 
adverbs can be hung. Languages borrow open-class words from 
other languages all the time. They do not borrow closed-class 
words. However, there is an exception to that rule: English has 
borrowed pronouns (and much else) from Danish. If the Celtic 
god Lir provides an opportunity to look at the ancient roots of 
the English language, Hamlet the Dane provides an opportunity 
to see how a linguistic invasion refashioned our language in the 
ninth and tenth centuries.

Hiscock, A. and Hopkins, L. (2011) King Lear: A Critical Guide, 
Continuum. 

Ioppolo, G. (2003) William Shakespeare’s King Lear: A Sourcebook, 
Routledge.

Kahan, J. (2008) King Lear: New Critical Essays, Routledge.

Muir, K. (1984/2015) King Lear: Critical Essays, Routledge.
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 contemporary poets

Giles Goodland 

Giles Goodland (born 1964) is a British poet who has 
published eight books of poetry, the most recent being The 
Dumb Messengers (Salt Publishing 2012). The poem ‘1929’ is 
from Spy in the House of Years (2001). The book contains one 
14-line poem for each year of the twentieth century. Each 
poem is a collage of phrases taken from pieces published in the 
year in question. Goodland creates a sense of coherence in the 
poems through his careful choice of material and the way he 
‘pastes’ it together. 

1929

For technical reasons all is necessarily seen through a young girl’s 
lustrous and youth-blinded eyes

Miss Thong breathed hard, quivered with delight, pressed her 
hands together and stared and stared

smiled the saurian smile of the sand lizard and basked in the sun

she remembered the smell that rose from the earth in which 
their roots were lovingly intertwined, a smell of quickening and 
decay

ill-dressed and unkempt, she rose in a noisy Pentecostal church 
and cried “I’m tired of this ol’ World!

I must seek the night and the cold of its printed stars

milliners’ and clothiers’ models posturing with waxen gaiety

neat nursemaids perambulating the pink-cheeked babies of the 
well-to-do

the vital contradiction between the social character of labour 
and private acquisition

the grafting into men of testicles from apes

I am going to buy a Ford on payments, strike me pink if I don’t”

peasant domestic production and artisan production becomes 
more and more disintegrated

as sometimes, in the playhouse, while pizzicati shimmer, and 
lights are low. Suddenly

a quick-change artist, an acrobat and the usual red-nosed 
comedian.
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Questions
1 In what ways do you think the poem conjures up aspects of life in 
1929?

2 ‘This poem is a coherent work of poetry rather than a mass of 
disparate prose fragments.’ How far do you agree? 

3 Research literary modernism, and then comment on the extent to 
which the poem might be considered in a modernist tradition.
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