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Dear Learner,

It is with great pleasure that I welcome you to the Four Year UG Pro-
gramme in English Language and Literature offered by Sreenarayanagu-
ru Open University. 

Established in September 2020, our university aims to provide high-qual-
ity higher education through open and distance learning. Our guiding 
principle, ‘access and quality define equity’, shapes our approach to 
education. We are committed to maintaining the highest standards in 
our academic offerings.

Our university proudly bears the name of Sreenarayanaguru, a prom-
inent Renaissance thinker of modern India. His philosophy of social 
reform and educational empowerment serves as a constant reminder 
of our dedication to excellence in all our academic pursuits. 

The Four Year UG Programme in English Language and Literature cov-
ers all relevant areas aligned with English language and literary studies. 
We have incorporated the latest trends in English studies to ensure a 
comprehensive and up-to-date curriculum. Moreover, the programme 
encompasses flexible options for learners to choose from a range of 
Ability Enhancement Courses, Multi-disciplinary Courses, Value Add-
ed Courses, and Skill Enhancement Courses, complemented by disci-
pline-oriented Advanced and Additional Advanced Courses.

Our teaching methodology combines three key elements: Self Learning 
Material, Classroom Counselling, and Virtual modes. This blended ap-
proach aims to provide a rich and engaging learning experience, over-
coming the limitations often associated with distance education. We 
are confident that this programme will enhance your understanding of 
English language and literature, preparing you for various career paths 
and further academic pursuits.

Our learner support services are always available to address any con-
cerns you may have during your time with us. We encourage you to 
reach out with any questions or feedback regarding the programme.

We wish you success in your academic journey with Sreenarayanaguru 
Open University.

Best regards,

Dr. Jagathy Raj V.P.
Vice Chancellor						      01-08-2026
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The Era of Transition: From 
Empire to Independence

Unit
1

Upon the completion of this unit, the learner will be able to:

	f understand the major historical developments in Britain between 1900 and 1945
	f explain the social and political characteristics of the Edwardian and Georgian 

periods
	f analyse the significance of the Irish Question, the World Wars, and the Great De-

pression
	f identify the factors that contributed to the decline of British imperial power
	f relate historical developments to the emergence of new literary movements and 

trends

Literature does not emerge in isolation. Every literary work is shaped by the historical, 
social, political, and cultural conditions of the age in which it is produced. A proper under-
standing of literature therefore requires an understanding of the world that influenced the 
writer. Historical events, social transformations, economic crises, and political conflicts 
often leave a lasting impact on literary imagination and expression.

The first half of the twentieth century was one of the most turbulent periods in modern his-
tory. Britain witnessed the decline of Victorian certainties, the rise of new political move-
ments, two devastating world wars, economic depression, and the gradual weakening of 
imperial power. These developments transformed society and altered the ways in which 
people understood themselves and the world around them.

The literature of this period reflects these profound changes. Writers experimented with 
new forms and techniques to represent the complexities of modern life. Before studying 
the literary texts of the period, learners need to familiarise themselves with the historical 
background that shaped the themes, concerns, and artistic innovations of twentieth century 
literature.

Learning Outcomes

Prerequisites
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Discussion
The period from 1900 to 1945 occupies a sig-
nificant place in British history and literature. 
It marks the transition from the confidence 
and stability associated with the Victorian age 
to the uncertainty and experimentation of the 
modern world. During these years Britain ex-
perienced major political, economic, and so-
cial changes that influenced every aspect of 
national life. The Edwardian and Georgian pe-
riods witnessed important reforms, the growth 
of democratic politics, advances in science 
and technology, and increasing demands for 
social equality. The Irish Question challenged 
the political unity of the United Kingdom, 
while the First and Second World Wars trans-
formed society and altered Britain's position 
in the world.

This unit examines the major historical devel-
opments that shaped Britain during the first 
half of the twentieth century. It also explores 
how these developments created the condi-
tions for the emergence of new literary move-
ments and forms that would define modern 
English literature.

1.1.1 The Edwardian and Georgian 
Periods

The opening decades of the twentieth century 
occupy a unique place in British history. They 
stand at the meeting point of two worlds: the 
confident and orderly Victorian age on the one 
hand, and the uncertain and rapidly changing 
modern age on the other. Queen Victoria’s 
death in 1901 symbolically ended a period that 
had lasted for more than sixty years. During 
the Victorian era Britain had emerged as the 
leading industrial and imperial power in the 

world. The country possessed enormous eco-
nomic strength, controlled vast colonial terri-
tories, and enjoyed a sense of political stability 
that appeared unshakeable. However, beneath 
this appearance of confidence there were al-
ready signs of change. Social inequalities, 
political tensions, demands for reform, and 
new intellectual movements were beginning 
to challenge many of the assumptions upon 
which Victorian society had been built. The 
accession of Edward VII therefore marked not 
merely the beginning of a new reign but the 
beginning of a new historical phase in British 
life.

The Edwardian period, which lasted from 
1901 to 1910, is often remembered as an 
age of elegance, prosperity, and social confi-
dence. Yet beneath the surface there existed 
serious political and social problems. Britain 
remained a powerful nation, but its position 
as the world's leading industrial power was 
increasingly challenged by countries such as 
Germany and the United States. The Boer 
War had exposed weaknesses within the Brit-
ish military and revealed widespread poverty 
among sections of the population. Many re-
formers argued that social conditions needed 
urgent attention if Britain was to maintain its 
position in the modern world. As a result, the 
government introduced a number of important 
welfare measures aimed at improving public 
health, education, housing, and working con-
ditions. These reforms reflected a growing be-
lief that the state should take responsibility for 
the welfare of its citizens rather than leaving 
such matters entirely to private charity.

One of the most significant developments 
of the period was the growth of democratic 
politics. The Labour Party, founded in 1900, 

Edwardian Period, Georgian Period, Irish Question, World Wars, Great Depression British  
Empire, Modernism

Keywords
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gradually emerged as a major political force 
representing the interests of workers and trade 
unions. The rise of organised labour reflected 
broader changes within society. Industrialisa-
tion had created a large urban working class 
whose political influence could no longer be 
ignored. Demands for fair wages, improved 
working conditions, and social security be-
came central issues in public life. At the same 
time, the women's suffrage movement gained 
momentum. Women from different social 
backgrounds campaigned vigorously for the 
right to vote and for greater participation in 
public affairs. Their struggle challenged tra-
ditional assumptions about gender roles and 
contributed to a broader movement for so-
cial equality. The granting of voting rights to 
women in 1918 and the achievement of equal 
suffrage in 1928 marked important milestones 
in British democratic history.

The Georgian period, associated mainly with 
the reign of George V from 1910 to 1936, wit-
nessed even more dramatic transformations. 
Scientific and technological innovations al-
tered everyday life in unprecedented ways. 
The motor car, the telephone, the wireless set, 
the cinema, and the aeroplane changed pat-
terns of communication, travel, and entertain-
ment. Medical advances improved health and 
increased life expectancy. Education expand-
ed rapidly, producing a more informed and po-
litically aware population. Britain became in-
creasingly urban in character as people moved 
from rural areas to towns and cities in search 
of employment. These developments created 
new opportunities, but they also generated 
new forms of social tension and uncertainty.

The intellectual climate of the early twenti-
eth century was equally dynamic. Traditional 
religious and moral certainties were increas-
ingly questioned. The theories of Charles 
Darwin had already challenged conventional 
views about human origins. In the new cen-

tury, Sigmund Freud's exploration of the un-
conscious mind opened entirely new ways 
of understanding human behaviour. Anthro-
pologists, sociologists, and political theorists 
encouraged people to examine society from 
fresh perspectives. Socialism, feminism, and 
other reform movements gained influence. As 
established beliefs came under scrutiny, many 
individuals experienced a sense of uncertainty 
about the future. This atmosphere of question-
ing and experimentation would later become 
one of the defining characteristics of Modern-
ism.

The literary culture of the period reflected 
these profound social and intellectual chang-
es. Writers no longer felt satisfied with the 
conventions that had dominated Victorian 
literature. They sought new forms capable of 
expressing the complexities of modern expe-
rience. The growing awareness of psycholog-
ical depth, social fragmentation, and cultural 
change encouraged experimentation in both 
style and subject matter. The literature of the 
Edwardian and Georgian periods therefore 
forms an important bridge between the real-
ism of the nineteenth century and the Modern-
ism that would dominate much of twentieth 
century literature. Understanding this period 
is essential for understanding the works of 
writers such as W. B. Yeats, T. S. Eliot, Vir-
ginia Woolf, D. H. Lawrence, and many oth-
ers whose writings emerged from this rapidly 
changing world.

1.1.2 The Irish Question

The Easter Rising of 1916 marked the begin-
ning of a revolutionary phase in Irish history. 
Although the uprising was suppressed with-
in a week by British forces, the execution of 
its leaders generated widespread sympathy 
for the republican cause. Many Irish people 
who had initially been indifferent to the rebel-
lion gradually came to view the participants 
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as national heroes. The British government’s 
harsh response transformed public opinion 
and strengthened support for the demand for 
complete independence. Consequently, Irish 
nationalism entered a new and more radical 
phase.

The growing popularity of republican ideas 
became evident in the General Election of 
1918. Sinn Féin achieved a remarkable vic-
tory, winning a large majority of Irish seats in 
the British Parliament. Refusing to take their 
seats at Westminster, the elected representa-
tives established an independent Irish parlia-
ment known as Dáil Éireann in January 1919 
and declared Ireland an independent republic. 
This declaration directly challenged British 
authority and marked the beginning of a new 
political conflict between Irish nationalists 
and the British government.

The Irish War of Independence, also known 
as the Anglo-Irish War, was fought between 
1919 and 1921. The conflict was primarily a 
guerrilla war conducted by the Irish Repub-
lican Army (IRA) against British forces. Un-
like conventional warfare, guerrilla tactics 
relied on surprise attacks, ambushes, intelli-
gence gathering, and rapid movement. IRA 
volunteers targeted police stations, military 
patrols, and government institutions associ-
ated with British rule. The conflict gradually 
spread across Ireland, particularly in rural ar-
eas where republican support was strong.

In response to increasing IRA activity, the Brit-
ish government reinforced its security forces 
in Ireland. Among the new recruits were the 
Black and Tans and the Auxiliaries, groups 
that became notorious for their harsh meth-
ods and acts of retaliation against civilians. 
Their actions often intensified public hostility 
towards British rule and strengthened support 
for the independence movement. The conflict 
became increasingly violent during 1920, 

with assassinations, reprisals, and armed con-
frontations occurring throughout the country. 
Events such as Bloody Sunday in November 
1920 highlighted the growing intensity of the 
struggle.

The conflict also had a strong political dimen-
sion. Alongside military resistance, Irish na-
tionalists developed alternative institutions of 
governance. Dáil Éireann established courts, 
local administrative structures, and other in-
stitutions that challenged British authority. In 
many parts of Ireland, these republican insti-
tutions enjoyed greater public support than the 
official British administration. As British con-
trol weakened, it became increasingly clear 
that a political settlement would eventually be 
necessary.

A truce was declared in July 1921, leading 
to negotiations between representatives of 
the British government and Irish nationalists. 
These discussions resulted in the Anglo-Irish 
Treaty of December 1921. The treaty estab-
lished the Irish Free State as a self governing 
dominion within the British Commonwealth. 
However, it also confirmed the partition of 
Ireland, allowing Northern Ireland to remain 
part of the United Kingdom. While many na-
tionalists accepted the treaty as a practical 
step towards independence, others opposed it 
because it did not create a fully independent 
republic.

The disagreement over the treaty led to the 
Irish Civil War between supporters and op-
ponents of the settlement. Although the Irish 
Free State eventually emerged victorious, 
the conflict left deep political divisions that 
continued to influence Irish politics for many 
years. The Irish Revolution fundamentally 
transformed relations between Britain and 
Ireland and marked a significant stage in the 
decline of British imperial authority. It also 
contributed to broader debates concerning 
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6 SGOU - SLM - BA English (Honours) - English Literature from 1900 to 1945

nationalism, self-determination, and colonial 
rule that would shape the twentieth century.

Literary Significance

The Irish Revolution had a deep impact on 
twentieth century literature. Political upheav-
al, cultural nationalism, and questions of iden-
tity became central concerns for many Irish 
writers. The Irish Literary Revival, associat-
ed with figures such as W. B. Yeats, sought to 
celebrate Irish culture, folklore, and national 
identity. The revolutionary period also influ-
enced later writers who explored themes of 
political conflict, memory, violence, and na-
tional belonging. As a result, the Irish Revo-
lution occupies an important place not only in 
political history but also in the literary history 
of the modern period.

1.1.3 The First World War

Fig. 1.1.1 The First World War

The outbreak of the First World War in 1914 
marked a turning point not only in British 
history but also in the history of Europe and 
the wider world. The conflict arose from a 
complex combination of political rivalries, 
military alliances, imperial competition, and 
nationalist tensions that had been developing 

for many years. The assassination of Arch-
duke Franz Ferdinand of Austria in June 1914 
triggered a chain of events that rapidly drew 
the major European powers into war. Britain 
entered the conflict on 4 August 1914 after 
Germany invaded Belgium, whose neutrality 
Britain had pledged to protect. At the begin-
ning of the war many people believed that the 
fighting would be brief and that victory would 
be achieved within a few months. Patriotic en-
thusiasm swept across the country, and thou-
sands of young men volunteered for military 
service. Newspapers, political leaders, and 
public institutions encouraged a spirit of na-
tional unity and sacrifice. However, the real-
ity of the war soon proved far different from 
these early expectations.

The First World War introduced a new kind 
of warfare that was unprecedented in its scale 
and destructiveness. Much of the fighting on 
the Western Front took place in trenches that 
stretched across large parts of France and 
Belgium. Soldiers lived in extremely diffi-
cult conditions, facing mud, disease, hunger, 
and constant danger. Advances in technology 
made warfare more deadly than ever before. 
Machine guns, heavy artillery, poison gas, 
tanks, and aircraft transformed the nature of 
combat. Battles such as the Somme and Pass-
chendaele resulted in enormous casualties 
while achieving only limited military gains. 
The war became a prolonged struggle of en-
durance in which millions of soldiers lost their 
lives. For many British families, the conflict 
brought grief and suffering on an unprece-
dented scale. Few communities remained un-
touched by the loss of fathers, sons, brothers, 
and friends.

The war also had a profound impact on British 
society. As large numbers of men left for mil-
itary service, women entered occupations that 
had previously been dominated by men. They 
worked in factories, transport services, offices, 

SG
O

U



7SGOU - SLM - BA English (Honours) - English Literature from 1900 to 1945

hospitals, and various branches of public ad-
ministration. Their contribution demonstrated 
their ability to participate fully in economic 
and public life. The war therefore accelerat-
ed changes in attitudes towards women and 
strengthened the campaign for political rights. 
In 1918 certain categories of women were 
granted the right to vote, an important mile-
stone in British democratic history. The war 
also increased the role of the government in 
managing the economy and regulating every-
day life. Food supplies, industrial production, 
transportation, and labour were increasing-
ly organised to support the war effort. These 
developments laid the foundations for a more 
interventionist state in the years that followed.

The psychological consequences of the war 
were equally significant. The enormous loss 
of life shattered many of the optimistic beliefs 
that had characterised the nineteenth century. 
Faith in progress, reason, and civilisation was 
deeply shaken. Many people found it difficult 
to reconcile the ideals of European culture 
with the brutality they had witnessed during 
the conflict. Returning soldiers often strug-
gled to adjust to civilian life, carrying physi-
cal injuries and emotional trauma. The expe-
rience of war created a widespread sense of 
disillusionment that affected political think-
ing, social attitudes, and cultural expression 
throughout the interwar years. The confidence 
that had once accompanied imperial expan-
sion and industrial progress gave way to un-
certainty and questioning.

These experiences deeply influenced twenti-
eth century literature. Writers who had wit-
nessed the horrors of war sought new ways of 
expressing the realities of modern existence. 
The poetry of the war challenged traditional 
notions of heroism and patriotic glory. Instead 
of celebrating battle, many poets portrayed 
suffering, fear, and the tragic waste of hu-
man life. The war also encouraged writers to 

explore themes such as alienation, fragmen-
tation, memory, and psychological conflict. 
Such concerns would become central to the 
Modernist movement. The familiar structures 
and certainties of the Victorian world ap-
peared inadequate in the face of modern re-
alities, prompting authors to experiment with 
language, narrative techniques, and literary 
form.

The First World War therefore has a central 
place in the study of early twentieth century 
literature. It transformed political institutions, 
social relationships, and cultural values. The 
conflict created a sense that an old world had 
come to an end and that a new and uncertain 
age had begun. Much of the literature pro-
duced between 1900 and 1945 reflects the 
profound changes brought about by the war. 
To understand the writings of this period, it is 
essential to recognise the lasting influence of 
a conflict that reshaped both Britain and the 
modern world.

1.1.4 The Inter War Years

The period between the end of the First World 
War in 1918 and the outbreak of the Second 
World War in 1939 is commonly known as the 
Inter War Years. This was a time of signifi-
cant political, economic, social, and cultural 
change. Although the war had ended, many 
of the problems created by it remained unre-
solved. Britain emerged victorious, but victo-
ry came at a heavy cost. The country had suf-
fered immense human losses and accumulated 
large financial debts. Many people hoped that 
the post war years would bring stability and 
prosperity, yet the decades that followed were 
marked by uncertainty, economic difficulties, 
and growing international tensions. The Inter 
War Years therefore represent a period of tran-
sition during which Britain struggled to adapt 
to a rapidly changing world.
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One of the most important developments of 
the period was the transformation of British 
politics. The Labour Party continued to grow 
in influence and gradually replaced the Lib-
eral Party as one of the two major political 
forces in the country. The expansion of vot-
ing rights after the war brought new groups 
into the political process and strengthened 
democratic participation. Political debates 
increasingly focused on issues such as unem-
ployment, housing, welfare, and industrial re-
lations. Governments faced the difficult task 
of addressing social problems while manag-
ing economic challenges. The political land-
scape became more complex as traditional as-
sumptions about class, authority, and national 
identity were questioned.

The social structure of Britain also under-
went significant changes during these years. 
Urban life expanded, and new forms of lei-
sure became increasingly popular. The cinema 
emerged as a major source of entertainment, 
attracting large audiences across the country. 
Radio broadcasting brought news, music, and 
cultural programmes into people's homes, cre-
ating a shared national experience. Advances 
in transport made travel easier and more ac-
cessible. Consumer culture developed rapidly 
as new products became available to a wider 
section of society. These changes contributed 
to the emergence of a more modern way of 
life, particularly among younger generations. 
Nevertheless, many traditional social attitudes 
continued to influence British society, creat-
ing a tension between continuity and change.

The Inter War Years were also characterised 
by important intellectual and cultural devel-
opments. The horrors of the First World War 
had encouraged many writers, artists, and 
thinkers to question established values. Tra-
ditional religious beliefs, social conventions, 
and political institutions no longer appeared 
as secure as they once had. New ideas in psy-

chology, anthropology, sociology, and phi-
losophy influenced public debate and artistic 
expression. Intellectuals explored questions 
concerning identity, consciousness, and the 
meaning of human experience in a rapidly 
changing world. This climate of uncertainty 
and experimentation provided fertile ground 
for literary innovation.

Modernism reached its height during the In-
ter War Years. Writers sought to represent 
the complexities of modern life through new 
literary techniques and forms. Conventional 
methods of storytelling seemed inadequate 
for expressing the fragmented nature of con-
temporary experience. As a result, many au-
thors experimented with stream of conscious-
ness narration, shifting perspectives, symbolic 
structures, and innovative uses of language. 
Literature became increasingly concerned 
with the inner lives of individuals, exploring 
memory, perception, and psychological con-
flict. Such developments reflected broader 
attempts to understand a world that appeared 
increasingly unstable and unpredictable.

The Inter War Years therefore played a crucial 
role in shaping twentieth century literature. 
They witnessed the decline of old certainties 
and the emergence of new ways of thinking 
about society and the individual. Political 
change, social transformation, technological 
progress, and cultural experimentation all 
contributed to a distinctive intellectual atmo-
sphere. The literature of the period captures 
both the hopes and anxieties of an age caught 
between the memory of one devastating war 
and the growing fear of another. Understand-
ing this historical context is essential for ap-
preciating many of the major literary works 
produced between 1900 and 1945.

1.1.5 The Great Depression

The Great Depression was one of the most se-
vere economic crises in modern history and 

SG
O

U



9SGOU - SLM - BA English (Honours) - English Literature from 1900 to 1945

had far reaching consequences for Britain as 
well as the rest of the world. Although the 
economic difficulties of the 1920s had already 
revealed weaknesses within the British econ-
omy, the financial collapse that began in the 
United States in 1929 intensified these prob-
lems dramatically. The Wall Street Crash led 
to a widespread loss of confidence in financial 
institutions, a decline in international trade, 
and a sharp reduction in industrial production. 
Since Britain was closely connected to the 
global economy through trade and finance, it 
could not escape the effects of the crisis. The 
Depression exposed the vulnerabilities of 
an economic system that had appeared sta-
ble and prosperous only a few years earlier. 
It also forced governments, businesses, and 
ordinary citizens to confront difficult ques-
tions about economic management and social  
responsibility.

The impact of the Depression was particu-
larly severe in Britain's traditional industrial 
regions. Industries such as coal mining, ship-
building, steel production, and textiles had 
already been facing difficulties due to inter-
national competition and changing economic 
conditions. The economic downturn wors-
ened these problems, leading to factory clo-
sures and widespread unemployment. Entire 
communities experienced hardship as fami-
lies struggled to survive on limited incomes. 
In many industrial towns unemployment re-
mained persistently high throughout much of 
the 1930s. Long queues outside employment 
exchanges became a familiar sight, and pover-
ty affected thousands of households. The ex-
perience of unemployment was not merely an 
economic issue but also a social and psycho-
logical one. Many people felt a loss of dignity 
and purpose as they found themselves unable 
to secure regular work.

The government's response to the crisis re-
flected the economic thinking of the period. 

In 1931 a National Government was formed 
to address the growing financial difficulties 
facing the country. Measures were introduced 
to reduce public expenditure and restore con-
fidence in the economy. These policies were 
controversial because they often placed ad-
ditional burdens on those already affected 
by unemployment and poverty. At the same 
time, efforts were made to encourage industri-
al recovery and stimulate economic activity. 
While some regions continued to suffer, other 
parts of Britain experienced gradual improve-
ment during the later years of the decade. New 
industries such as electrical goods, chemicals, 
and automobile manufacturing expanded, cre-
ating employment opportunities in certain ar-
eas. As a result, the economic experience of 
the Depression varied considerably across dif-
ferent regions of the country.

The Depression also brought important social 
changes. The hardships experienced by mil-
lions of people increased public awareness of 
poverty and social inequality. Questions con-
cerning housing, healthcare, education, and 
welfare received greater attention than before. 
Many citizens began to expect governments 
to play a more active role in protecting people 
from economic insecurity. These discussions 
contributed to the gradual development of 
ideas that would later influence the creation 
of the welfare state after the Second World 
War. The crisis demonstrated that economic 
problems could affect large sections of soci-
ety regardless of individual effort or ability. 
Consequently, there was growing support for 
policies aimed at providing social protection 
and economic stability.

The cultural and literary impact of the Great 
Depression was equally significant. Writers 
became increasingly concerned with the real-
ities of poverty, unemployment, and social in-
justice. Literature of the period often focused 
on ordinary people struggling against difficult 
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economic circumstances. Authors examined 
the effects of economic hardship on families, 
communities, and individual lives. There was 
also a growing interest in political ideolo-
gies and social reform. Some writers looked 
towards socialism as a possible solution to 
economic inequality, while others explored 
the dangers posed by political extremism. The 
Depression encouraged literature that was 
more socially conscious and directly engaged 
with contemporary realities.

The Great Depression is an important histor-
ical context because it shaped many of the 
themes and concerns of the period. The crisis 
deepened feelings of uncertainty and insecu-
rity that had already emerged after the First 
World War. It challenged assumptions about 
progress, prosperity, and economic stabili-
ty. The social and economic tensions of the 
1930s influenced political debates, cultural 
movements, and literary production through-
out Britain. Understanding the Depression 
helps readers appreciate why so many writers 
of the period were concerned with issues of 
class, poverty, social justice, and the search 
for alternatives to existing social structures.

1.1.6 The Second World War

Fig.1.1.2 The Second World War, London 
during the Blitz

The Second World War, fought between 1939 
and 1945, was another defining event in twen-
tieth century history. The conflict emerged 
from a combination of political tensions, eco-
nomic instability, and unresolved issues left 
by the First World War. The rise of aggressive 
dictatorships in Germany, Italy, and Japan 
threatened international peace and challenged 
the existing balance of power. Despite efforts 
to avoid another major conflict, Germany's in-
vasion of Poland in September 1939 led Brit-
ain and France to declare war. The outbreak 
of hostilities marked the beginning of a strug-
gle that would involve nations across Europe, 
Asia, Africa, and beyond. For Britain, the war 
represented both a military challenge and a 
test of national endurance.

Unlike many earlier conflicts, the Second 
World War affected civilians on an unprece-
dented scale. Modern technology enabled at-
tacks far beyond traditional battlefields, bring-
ing the realities of war directly into towns and 
cities. The German bombing campaign known 
as the Blitz caused extensive destruction in 
London and other urban centres. Homes, 
factories, schools, and public buildings were 
damaged or destroyed, and thousands of ci-
vilians lost their lives. Yet the experience of 
bombardment also strengthened a sense of 
collective determination among many people. 
Communities worked together to cope with 
shortages, air raids, and other hardships. The 
war became a shared national experience that 
transcended many social divisions.

The mobilisation of society for the war ef-
fort brought significant changes to everyday 
life. The government introduced rationing to 
manage limited supplies of food and essential 
goods. Industries were reorganised to sup-
port military production, and large numbers 
of people participated in activities related to 
national defence. Women once again entered 
occupations that had previously been domi-
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nated by men, contributing to factories, trans-
port services, healthcare, and administration. 
Their role during the war further challenged 
traditional gender expectations and strength-
ened demands for greater equality. The state 
assumed extensive control over economic and 
social life, demonstrating its capacity to orga-
nise resources on a national scale.

The war also had profound intellectual and 
emotional consequences. The suffering caused 
by violence, displacement, and loss led many 
people to reflect on the nature of human ci-
vilisation and moral responsibility. The con-
flict revealed both the destructive potential 
of modern technology and the resilience of 
human communities. News of atrocities com-
mitted during the war shocked public opinion 
and raised important ethical questions. These 
experiences influenced post war debates about 
international cooperation, human rights, and 
the prevention of future conflicts. The estab-
lishment of new international institutions re-
flected a widespread desire to create a more 
peaceful and stable world order.

Literature produced during and after the war 
frequently explored themes of destruction, 
survival, memory, and moral responsibility. 
Writers sought to understand how individu-
als responded to extreme circumstances and 
how societies could rebuild after catastrophe. 
The war reinforced many of the concerns that 
had already emerged in Modernist literature, 
including fragmentation, uncertainty, and the 
search for meaning in a troubled world. At the 
same time, it encouraged new forms of real-
ism that focused on ordinary experiences and 
everyday resilience. The literature of the peri-
od reflects both the horrors of conflict and the 
determination of individuals to preserve their 
humanity in difficult circumstances.

The Second World War transformed Britain's 
position in the world and prepared the way for 
major changes in the post war era. Although 

Britain emerged among the victorious nations, 
the war placed enormous strain on its econ-
omy and resources. The country faced the 
challenge of reconstruction while adapting 
to a changing international environment. The 
social solidarity developed during the conflict 
contributed to support for welfare reforms and 
broader social change after 1945. For literary 
historians, the war marks the culmination of 
many developments that had shaped the first 
half of the twentieth century and provides an 
essential context for understanding the litera-
ture of the period.

1.1.7 Decline of Political Power and 
the End of the Empire

The period between 1900 and 1945 witnessed 
a gradual but significant decline in Britain’s 
position as the dominant global power. During 
the nineteenth century Britain had possessed 
the largest empire in the world, controlling 
territories across Asia, Africa, the Americas, 
and the Pacific. The British Empire was often 
described as an empire on which the sun never 
set because of its vast geographical extent. Im-
perial expansion had brought economic bene-
fits, political influence, and a strong sense of 
national pride. Many Victorians believed that 
British power and authority would continue 
indefinitely. However, the opening decades of 
the twentieth century revealed the limitations 
of imperial dominance. Economic competi-
tion from other nations, the enormous costs of 
warfare, and growing nationalist movements 
within the colonies gradually weakened Brit-
ain's ability to maintain its position as the un-
questioned leader of the world.

The First World War marked the beginning of 
this transformation. Although Britain emerged 
victorious, the conflict imposed heavy finan-
cial and human costs. Vast resources were 
consumed during the war, and the country ac-
cumulated significant debts. At the same time, 

SG
O

U



12 SGOU - SLM - BA English (Honours) - English Literature from 1900 to 1945

the war strengthened nationalist movements 
in many colonial territories. People who had 
contributed to the war effort increasingly de-
manded greater political rights and self-gov-
ernment. The ideals of freedom and self-de-
termination, which had been invoked during 
the conflict, encouraged colonial populations 
to question foreign rule. As a result, the war 
unintentionally accelerated political changes 
that would challenge the foundations of the 
empire in the decades that followed.

India provides one of the most important ex-
amples of these developments. As the largest 
and most significant colony within the British 
Empire, India played a crucial role in Britain’s 
economic and political life. During the early 
twentieth century, Indian nationalist move-
ments gained increasing strength and organ-
isation. Political leaders and reformers de-
manded greater participation in government 
and eventually sought complete independence. 
Mass movements, public campaigns, and acts 
of political resistance attracted widespread 
support across the country. Although Britain 
introduced certain constitutional reforms, na-
tionalist demands continued to grow. By the 
1930s and 1940s it had become increasingly 
clear that maintaining direct imperial control 
would be difficult. The Indian independence 
movement became a powerful symbol of the 
broader challenge facing European colonial 
empires throughout the world.

The Second World War further accelerated 
the decline of British imperial power. Once 
again Britain emerged on the winning side, 
but the economic burden of the conflict was 
enormous. The war weakened Britain’s finan-
cial resources and increased its dependence 
on international assistance. At the same time, 
nationalist movements in Asia, Africa, and the 
Middle East became more determined in their 
demands for independence. Colonial subjects 
who had participated in the war questioned 
why principles such as freedom and democ-

racy should apply only to Europe. The contra-
diction between imperial rule and democratic 
ideals became increasingly difficult to defend. 
As a result, the years following the war wit-
nessed a rapid process of decolonisation that 
transformed global politics.

The decline of empire had important conse-
quences for British society and culture. For 
generations many people had understood na-
tional identity through the idea of imperial 
greatness. As the empire weakened, Britain 
was forced to redefine its role in the world. 
Public discussions increasingly focused on 
questions of national purpose, cultural iden-
tity, and international responsibility. Immi-
gration from former colonies gradually in-
troduced new cultural influences into British 
society, contributing to the development of a 
more diverse and multicultural nation. These 
changes challenged older assumptions about 
race, nationality, and belonging. The end of 
empire therefore represented not only a politi-
cal transformation but also a profound cultur-
al shift.

The literature of the period reflects many of 
these concerns. Writers increasingly ques-
tioned imperial assumptions and examined 
the social, moral, and political consequenc-
es of colonial rule. Literary works explored 
issues of identity, displacement, power, and 
cultural conflict. The weakening of imperi-
al authority encouraged new perspectives on 
Britain's relationship with the wider world. 
These developments would later contribute to 
the emergence of postcolonial literature and 
criticism. Even before the formal end of em-
pire, many writers recognised that Britain was 
entering a new historical era. Understanding 
the decline of political power and the gradual 
dissolution of the empire is therefore essential 
for understanding the changing themes and 
perspectives that shaped English literature 
during the first half of the twentieth century.
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Value Addition

Timeline: Britain from 1900 to 1945

1901 – Death of Queen Victoria and beginning of the Edwardian Age.

1901–1910 – Reign of Edward VII.

1910 – George V becomes King of Britain.

1914–1918 – First World War.

1916 – Easter Rising in Ireland.

1918 – End of the First World War and partial voting rights granted to women.

1921 – Anglo Irish Treaty signed.

1922 – Establishment of the Irish Free State.

1928 – Equal voting rights granted to women.

1929 – Wall Street Crash and beginning of the Great Depression.

1931 – Formation of the National Government.

1939–1945 – Second World War.

1945 – End of the Second World War and beginning of major post war reconstruction.

Literature and History: A Close Relationship

The major literary movements of the early twentieth century cannot be separated from the his-
torical events of the period. The uncertainty created by war, social change, industrial growth, 
psychological theories, and the decline of empire encouraged writers to experiment with new 
forms of expression. Modernist literature emerged as a response to a world that appeared in-
creasingly fragmented and unstable. Understanding the historical background enables students 
to appreciate why writers such as W. B. Yeats, T. S. Eliot, Virginia Woolf, and D. H. Lawrence 
adopted innovative literary techniques and explored themes of alienation, identity, memory, 
and cultural crisis.

	f The Edwardian and Georgian periods marked the transition from Victorian soci-
ety to the modern age.

	f Social reforms, technological developments, and democratic movements trans-
formed British society.

	f The Irish Question led to significant political changes and the formation of the 
Irish Free State.

	f The First World War created social, political, and cultural upheavals across Eu-
rope.

	f The Inter War Years witnessed political instability and cultural experimentation.
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1.	 Who succeeded Queen Victoria in 1901?
2.	 Which political issue dominated British relations with Ireland in the early twen-

tieth century?
3.	 In which year did Britain enter the First World War?
4.	 What was the Easter Rising?
5.	 Which political party emerged as a major force representing workers?
6.	 What was the Great Depression?
7.	 In which year did the Wall Street Crash occur?
8.	 What was the Blitz?
9.	 When did the Second World War begin?
10.	Which literary movement became prominent during the early twentieth century?
11.	Who became King of Britain in 1910?
12.	What was the significance of the Anglo Irish Treaty?
13.	What role did women play during the World Wars?
14.	What factors contributed to the decline of the British Empire?
15.	How did the First World War influence literature?

Objective Questions

	f The Great Depression exposed economic weaknesses and increased social hard-
ship.

	f The Second World War reshaped Britain and accelerated social reforms.
	f Women played a significant role in both World Wars and gained greater political 
rights.

	f Britain's global dominance weakened during the first half of the twentieth century.
	f Nationalist movements challenged imperial authority.
	f The decline of empire altered British identity and international relations.
	f Modernist literature emerged in response to rapid social and cultural change.
	f Historical events influenced literary themes and techniques.
	f Writers questioned traditional values and experimented with new forms.
	f The historical background of 1900–1945 is essential for understanding modern 
English literature.
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1.	 Edward VII
2.	 The Irish Question
3.	 1914
4.	 An Irish nationalist uprising against British rule
5.	 Labour Party
6.	 A worldwide economic crisis of the 1930s
7.	 1929
8.	 German bombing attacks on British cities
9.	 1939
10.	Modernism
11.	George V
12.	It led to the creation of the Irish Free State
13.	They contributed extensively to the war effort and workforce
14.	Economic decline, wars, and nationalist movements
15.	It encouraged disillusionment and literary experimentation

Answers

1.	 Prepare a timeline of major historical events in Britain between 1900 and 1945.
2.	 Examine the causes and consequences of the Irish Question.
3.	 Write an essay on the social impact of the First World War.
4.	 Analyse the relationship between Modernism and historical change.
5.	 Prepare a seminar paper on the decline of the British Empire.

Assignments

1.	 Morgan, Kenneth O. The Twentieth Century: Britain 1900–1945. Penguin.
2.	 Marr, Andrew. A History of Modern Britain. Pan Macmillan.
3.	 Butler, Christopher. Modernism: A Very Short Introduction. Oxford University 

Press.
4.	 Bradbury, Malcolm and McFarlane, James, eds. Modernism: A Guide to Europe-

an Literature 1890–1930. Penguin.
5.	 Childs, Peter. Modernism. Routledge.

Suggested Reading
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From Edwardian Poets to 
New Apocalypse

Unit
2

Upon the completion of this unit, the learner will be able to:

	f understand major poetic movements in English literature, 1900–1945
	f analyse themes and styles of important twentieth-century poets
	f examine Symbolism, Imagism, Surrealism, and Irish literary influences
	f evaluate contributions of Yeats, Eliot, Auden, and Thomas
	f explain poetry's response to social and political changes

Poetry underwent significant transformations during the first half of the twentieth century. 
Learners approaching this unit should possess a basic understanding of the major literary 
developments of the Victorian period and the transition towards modern literature. Famil-
iarity with fundamental poetic concepts such as imagery, symbolism, metre, and theme will 
help learners appreciate the innovations introduced by twentieth-century poets.

The period covered in this unit witnessed major historical events including the decline of 
the British Empire, the First World War, the Irish struggle for independence, the Great De-
pression, the rise of fascism, and the Second World War. These developments deeply influ-
enced poets and shaped their responses to modern life. An awareness of these historical and 
cultural changes will enable learners to understand the social and intellectual background 
of the poems discussed in this unit.

This unit introduces several important literary movements such as Symbolism, Imagism, 
Modernism, Surrealism, and the New Apocalypse. Learners should be prepared to explore 
how poets experimented with language, form, imagery, and subject matter in order to ex-
press the complexities of the modern world. The unit demonstrates how poetry evolved 
from traditional forms to increasingly innovative modes of expression during the early 
twentieth century.

Learning Outcomes

Prerequisites

Edwardian Poetry, Georgian Poetry, Irish Literary Revival, Imagism, Modernism, War Poetry, 
Surrealism, New Apocalypse

Keywords
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Discussion
1.2.1 Edwardian Poets

The Edwardian period, roughly correspond-
ing to the reign of Edward VII (1901–1910), 
represents a transitional phase in English po-
etry. Edwardian poets inherited many of the 
themes and techniques of Victorian poetry 
while simultaneously responding to the so-
cial and intellectual changes of the twentieth 
century. Their poetry often retained traditional 
forms, regular metre, and lyrical expression, 
yet it displayed a growing awareness of mod-
ern anxieties and changing social realities. 
The period witnessed a movement away from 
the moral certainty and grand optimism of 
Victorian poetry towards a more reflective and 
personal exploration of human experience.

Edwardian poets explored themes such as 
love, beauty, memory, nature, childhood, 
and the complexities of human relationships. 
Many of them expressed concern about the 
effects of industrialisation, urban growth, and 
social inequality. Their works often reveal a 
longing for simplicity and a fascination with 
rural life, while also acknowledging the un-
certainties of the modern world. The poetry of 
the period serves as a bridge between Victori-
an literary traditions and the experimental ten-
dencies that would later characterise Modern-
ist poetry. Among the notable poets associated 
with this period are John Masefield, Walter de 
la Mare, and A. E. Housman, each of whom 
contributed a distinctive voice to early twenti-
eth century English poetry.

Fig. 1.2.1 Edwardian and Georgian Poets: Major representatives of early twentieth-century 
English poetry

1.2.1.1 John Masefield

John Masefield (1878–1967) was one of 
the most popular English poets of the early  

twentieth century and later served as Poet 
Laureate of Britain from 1930 until his death. 
His experiences as a sailor deeply influenced 
his writing and provided material for many 
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of his best-known works. Masefield's poetry 
is characterised by its narrative quality, vivid 
descriptions, energetic rhythms, and celebra-
tion of adventure and human endurance. He 
possessed a remarkable ability to capture the 
romance of the sea and the lives of ordinary 
working people. His poetry combines realism 
with a strong sense of imagination and emo-
tional intensity.

Masefield’s most famous poem, “Sea Fever”, 
expresses an irresistible longing for the free-
dom and mystery of the sea and remains one 
of the most frequently anthologised poems 
in English literature. His narrative poems, 
including The Everlasting Mercy (1911), 
Dauber (1913), and Reynard the Fox (1919), 
demonstrate his skill in storytelling and his in-
terest in the struggles and aspirations of com-
mon people. Beyond poetry, he wrote plays, 
novels, and children's literature, including The 
Box of Delights (1935), which became a clas-
sic of children's fantasy writing. Through his 
celebration of adventure, courage, and the hu-
man spirit, Masefield became one of the most 
significant poetic voices of the Edwardian age.

1.2.1.2 Walter de la Mare

Walter de la Mare (1873–1956) occupies a 
unique place in twentieth century English lit-
erature because of his ability to blend reality 
with imagination. His poetry is distinguished 
by its musical language, delicate imagery, 
and atmosphere of mystery. Unlike many of 
his contemporaries who focused on social 
and political issues, de la Mare was primari-
ly concerned with the inner world of dreams, 
memory, childhood, and the supernatural. His 
works often explore the hidden dimensions of 
human experience and create a sense of won-
der that transcends everyday reality.

His early collection Songs of Childhood (1902) 
established his reputation as a poet capable of 
capturing the imaginative world of children 

with remarkable sensitivity. Many of his later 
poems, including “The Listeners”, reveal his 
fascination with mystery, silence, and the un-
known. De la Mare also achieved distinction 
as a novelist and short story writer. His novel 
Memoirs of a Midget (1921) explores themes 
of identity and isolation, while collections 
such as The Connoisseur and Other Stories 
(1926) demonstrate his mastery of supernatu-
ral and psychological fiction. Through his lyr-
ical style and exploration of imagination and 
mystery, de la Mare enriched English poetry 
and influenced later generations of writers.

1.2.1.3 A. E. Housman

Alfred Edward Housman (1859–1936), com-
monly known as A. E. Housman, was both a 
distinguished classical scholar and one of the 
most admired lyric poets in English literature. 
Although his major work appeared before 
the Edwardian period, his influence contin-
ued well into the twentieth century. Hous-
man’s poetry is characterised by simplicity 
of language, emotional restraint, musical el-
egance, and a profound sense of melancholy. 
His poems frequently explore themes such as 
mortality, lost youth, unfulfilled love, loneli-
ness, and the transience of human happiness. 
Beneath their apparent simplicity lies a deep 
emotional intensity that has appealed to gen-
erations of readers.

His most celebrated collection, A Shropshire 
Lad (1896), consists of sixty-three poems that 
depict an idealised rural landscape while re-
flecting on themes of love, death, and the pass-
ing of time. The collection became enormous-
ly popular during the early twentieth century, 
particularly among soldiers during the First 
World War, because of its reflections on youth 
and mortality. Housman's later collection, 
Last Poems (1922), continued these themes 
while displaying his characteristic lyrical pre-
cision and emotional depth. His background 
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as a classical scholar also influenced his po-
etry, which often reveals a disciplined style 
and echoes of classical literature. Through his 
combination of simplicity, emotional power, 
and philosophical reflection, Housman estab-
lished himself as one of the most enduring 
voices in modern English poetry.

1.2.2 Georgian Poetry

Georgian Poetry refers to a literary movement 
that flourished in Britain during the early de-
cades of the twentieth century, particularly 
between 1910 and the outbreak of the First 
World War. The movement takes its name 
from the reign of King George V and is closely 
associated with the series of anthologies titled 
Georgian Poetry, edited by Edward Marsh 
and published between 1912 and 1922. Geor-
gian poets reacted against the grand rhetoric 
and moral seriousness of late Victorian poet-
ry and sought a simpler, more direct mode of 
expression. They preferred clarity, musicality, 
and emotional sincerity, making poetry acces-
sible to a wider readership.

A distinctive feature of Georgian poetry is 
its celebration of nature and rural life. Geor-
gian poets found inspiration in the English 
countryside, depicting landscapes, seasons, 
birds, flowers, and ordinary village life with 
freshness and sensitivity. Their poetry often 
expresses a longing for harmony, simplicity, 
and beauty in a rapidly industrialising soci-
ety. While many poems appear pastoral and 
idyllic, they also reveal an awareness of the 
uncertainties of the modern age. The move-
ment served as an important transitional phase 
between Victorian poetry and the more exper-
imental poetry of Modernism.

The Georgian poets favoured traditional poet-
ic forms, regular metre, and lyrical expression. 
Their works emphasised personal experience, 
emotion, and observation rather than intellec-

tual complexity or radical experimentation. 
Important poets associated with the movement 
include Rupert Brooke, Walter de la Mare, 
John Masefield, D. H. Lawrence, and Robert 
Graves. Although some later critics dismissed 
Georgian poetry as overly sentimental, the 
movement played a significant role in shap-
ing early twentieth century English poetry and 
preserving a strong lyrical tradition during a 
period of rapid literary change. Its emphasis 
on natural beauty, emotional honesty, and 
craftsmanship provided an alternative to the 
growing influence of Modernism and contin-
ues to attract readers today.

1.2.3 Robert Bridges

Robert Bridges (1844–1930) was one of the 
leading literary figures of the late nineteenth 
and early twentieth centuries and served as 
Poet Laureate of Britain from 1913 until his 
death. Although older than most Georgian po-
ets, Bridges shared their appreciation for clar-
ity, musicality, and traditional poetic forms. 
His poetry reflects a deep respect for classi-
cal principles of order and harmony, and he 
remained committed to metrical discipline at 
a time when many poets were experimenting 
with new styles. His works frequently explore 
themes of nature, beauty, faith, love, and the 
relationship between humanity and the spiri-
tual world.

Bridges' poetry is distinguished by its ele-
gance of language and careful craftsmanship. 
His most important work, The Testament of 
Beauty (1929), is a long philosophical poem 
that reflects on beauty as a guiding principle 
in human life. Through this work, Bridges 
presents a vision of harmony, spiritual ful-
filment, and the uplifting power of art. Ear-
lier collections such as Shorter Poems and  
Poetical Works reveal his lyrical skill and his 
ability to transform ordinary experiences into 
thoughtful poetic reflections. His poetry com-
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bines intellectual depth with musical grace, 
making him one of the finest practitioners of 
traditional verse in modern English literature.

Bridges also made a lasting contribution to lit-
erary history through his friendship with and 
promotion of the poet Gerard Manley Hop-
kins. After Hopkins’ death, Bridges edited 
and published his poems, helping to introduce 
one of the most original poetic voices of the 
modern age to a wider audience. His schol-
arly interests and commitment to preserving 
literary excellence strengthened his influence 
beyond his own poetry. As both a poet and lit-
erary mentor, Robert Bridges helped bridge 
the gap between Victorian traditions and the 
poetic developments of the twentieth century.

1.2.4 Symbolist Movement

The Symbolist Movement was a major literary 
and artistic movement that emerged in France 

during the late nineteenth century as a reaction 
against Realism, Naturalism, and the growing 
emphasis on scientific rationalism. Symbol-
ist writers believed that reality could not be 
fully understood through direct description or 
objective observation. Instead, they sought to 
express hidden truths, emotions, and spiritu-
al experiences through symbols, images, and 
suggestions. Rather than presenting the ex-
ternal world in a realistic manner, Symbolist 
artists attempted to reveal the deeper realities 
that lie beneath ordinary experience. Their 
works often explored dreams, imagination, 
mystery, spirituality, and the unconscious 
mind, creating an atmosphere of ambiguity 
and enchantment.

Fig. 1.2.2 Symbolist Movement: Major Symbolist poets and the dreamlike imagery  
associated with Symbolist aesthetics
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The movement was strongly influenced by 
the poetry of Charles Baudelaire, whose col-
lection Les Fleurs du mal (The Flowers of 
Evil) introduced many of the ideas that later 
became central to Symbolism. Other import-
ant Symbolist poets included Stéphane Mal-
larmé, Paul Verlaine, and Arthur Rimbaud. 
These writers emphasised musicality, sug-
gestiveness, and emotional resonance rather 
than clear statement and logical explanation. 
Symbolist poetry frequently employs meta-
phors, symbols, and sensory imagery to evoke 
moods and feelings that cannot be expressed 
directly. The movement encouraged readers 
to interpret meanings for themselves, making 
poetry a more personal and imaginative expe-
rience.

The influence of Symbolism extended far 
beyond France and played a crucial role in 
shaping twentieth century literature. The 
movement inspired many Modernist writers, 
including W. B. Yeats, T. S. Eliot, and Ezra 
Pound, who adopted its emphasis on symbol-
ism, myth, and suggestive imagery. Symbol-
ist ideas also influenced artistic movements 
such as Expressionism and Surrealism, which 
explored the subconscious and the irratio-
nal aspects of human experience. In the vi-
sual arts, painters such as Gustav Klimt and 
Odilon Redon created works that reflected the 
movement's fascination with dreams, mys-
tery, and spiritual reality. Through its empha-
sis on imagination and symbolic expression, 
the Symbolist Movement transformed modern 
literature and expanded the possibilities of ar-
tistic creativity.

1.2.5 Irish Literary Revival

The Irish Literary Revival, also known as 
the Irish Literary Renaissance, was a major 
cultural movement that developed in Ireland 

during the late nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries. It sought to revive Irish literature, 
folklore, mythology, language, and cultural 
traditions at a time when Ireland was experi-
encing a growing nationalist movement. The 
revival emerged partly as a response to British 
cultural influence and aimed to create a dis-
tinct Irish literary identity rooted in the coun-
try's history and heritage. Writers associated 
with the movement drew inspiration from 
Celtic myths, legends, folk tales, and the Irish 
landscape, using literature as a means of pre-
serving and celebrating national culture.

Poetry occupied a central place in the Irish Lit-
erary Revival. Poets sought to reconnect mod-
ern Ireland with its ancient cultural traditions 
while also addressing contemporary political 
and social concerns. Themes such as nation-
alism, cultural identity, spirituality, heroism, 
and the relationship between the past and the 
present became prominent in their works. The 
movement encouraged writers to explore spe-
cifically Irish subjects and to create literature 
that reflected the unique experiences and as-
pirations of the Irish people. This renewed in-
terest in Irish culture contributed significantly 
to the formation of a national consciousness 
during the struggle for independence.

Among the leading figures of the movement 
were W. B. Yeats, Lady Augusta Gregory, 
George Russell (A.E.), Padraic Colum, and 
Thomas MacDonagh. Through poetry, dra-
ma, and prose, these writers helped establish 
a vibrant Irish literary tradition that gained 
international recognition. The Irish Literary 
Revival not only transformed Irish literature 
but also influenced modern English literature 
through its use of myth, symbolism, and cul-
tural memory. Its legacy continues to shape 
Irish writing and remains an important chapter 
in the history of twentieth century literature.
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1.2.5.1 W. B. Yeats and the Irish Literary 
Revival

Fig. 1.2.3 W. B. Yeats (1865–1939). He  was 
the leading poet of the Irish Literary Revival 

and a pioneer of Modernist poetry

W. B. Yeats was the most influential liter-
ary figure associated with the Irish Literary 
Revival and one of the greatest poets of the 
twentieth century. He played a crucial role 
in promoting Irish culture, literature, and na-
tional identity through his poetry, drama, and 
cultural activities. Drawing inspiration from 
Irish mythology, folklore, legends, and his-
tory, Yeats sought to create a distinctly Irish 
literature that could stand alongside the great 
literary traditions of Europe. His early poetry 
is characterised by romanticism, mysticism, 
and a fascination with Celtic legends, while 
his later works increasingly engaged with 
political events, historical change, and philo-
sophical reflection.

Many of Yeats’s most celebrated poems re-
flect the ideals and concerns of the Irish Lit-
erary Revival. Poems such as “The Lake Isle 
of Innisfree” evoke a longing for peace and 
harmony through images of the Irish land-
scape, while “Easter 1916” commemorates 
the leaders of the Easter Rising and reflects 
on the sacrifices made in the struggle for Irish 

independence. In “The Second Coming”, 
Yeats employs powerful symbolic imagery 
to express his vision of a world undergoing 
profound transformation and uncertainty. His 
poetry combines lyrical beauty with symbolic 
depth, making him a bridge between Roman-
tic traditions and Modernist experimentation.

Yeats's contribution to the revival extend-
ed beyond poetry. Along with Lady Greg-
ory and others, he helped establish the Irish 
Literary Theatre, which later developed into 
the Abbey Theatre, Ireland's national theatre. 
Through these cultural initiatives, he promot-
ed Irish drama and encouraged the devel-
opment of native literary talent. His collec-
tions, including The Wind Among the Reeds,  
Responsibilities, The Tower, and The Winding 
Stair, demonstrate the evolution of his poetic 
vision and his mastery of symbolic expres-
sion. Awarded the Nobel Prize in Literature in 
1923, Yeats became an international represen-
tative of Irish literary achievement. His work 
not only shaped the Irish Literary Revival but 
also influenced generations of poets across the 
world, securing his place as one of the central 
figures of modern literature.

1.2.6 Poets of the First World War

The First World War (1914–1918) profoundly 
transformed European society and literature. 
The unprecedented scale of destruction, the 
loss of millions of lives, and the harsh real-
ities of trench warfare shattered many tradi-
tional beliefs about heroism, patriotism, and 
human progress. Poetry became an important 
medium through which soldiers and civilians 
sought to understand and express the experi-
ences of war. The poets of the First World War 
documented both the patriotic enthusiasm that 
accompanied the outbreak of the conflict and 
the disillusionment that followed prolonged 
exposure to violence and suffering.
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War poetry of this period presents a wide 
range of perspectives. Some poets celebrat-
ed patriotism, sacrifice, and national duty, 
particularly during the early years of the war. 
Others exposed the grim realities of combat, 
portraying the physical suffering, psycholog-
ical trauma, and senseless loss experienced 

by soldiers on the battlefield. Their poems 
challenged romantic notions of warfare and 
revealed the human cost of modern industri-
al conflict. Through vivid imagery, emotional 
intensity, and personal testimony, these poets 
transformed war poetry into a powerful form 
of social and moral commentary.

Fig. 1.2.4 Poets of the First World War: Rupert Brooke, Siegfried Sassoon, and Wilfred Owen

Among the most significant war poets were 
Rupert Brooke, Siegfried Sassoon, and Wil-
fred Owen. Brooke represented the idealism 
and patriotic optimism that characterised the 
early stages of the war, while Sassoon and 
Owen exposed its brutality and futility. To-
gether, their works provide a comprehensive 
picture of the changing attitudes towards war 
during this period. Their poetry remains an 
enduring testimony to one of the most devas-
tating events in modern history and continues 
to influence discussions of war, memory, and 
human suffering.

Rupert Brooke

Rupert Brooke (1887–1915) became one of 
the most celebrated voices of the early war 

years. His poetry reflects the patriotic enthu-
siasm and idealism that accompanied Britain's 
entry into the conflict. Brooke viewed military 
service as a noble duty and regarded sacrifice 
for one's country as a source of honour and 
spiritual fulfilment. His war sonnets, collect-
ed in 1914 and Other Poems, gained immense 
popularity for their emotional sincerity and 
uplifting vision of national service.

His best-known poem, “The Soldier”, pres-
ents death in war as a meaningful sacrifice 
that unites the individual with the homeland. 
The poem's idealised portrayal of patriotism 
captured the mood of many young men who 
volunteered for military service in the early 
stages of the conflict. Brooke died of illness in 
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1915 before experiencing trench warfare, and 
his poetry therefore reflects the optimism and 
romanticism that existed before the devastat-
ing realities of war became widely known. 
His work remains an important record of the 
hopes and ideals with which the war initially 
began.

Siegfried Sassoon

Siegfried Sassoon (1886–1967) was one of 
the most outspoken and influential critics of 
the First World War. Having served on the 
Western Front, he witnessed the horrors of 
trench warfare and became increasingly disil-
lusioned with the conflict. His poetry marks a 
significant departure from the patriotic ideal-
ism of earlier war verse, replacing it with an-
ger, irony, and sharp social criticism. Sassoon 
exposed the incompetence of military leaders 
and the suffering endured by ordinary soldiers.

Poems such as “The General”, “Suicide in the 
Trenches”, and “Counter-Attack” reveal the 
harsh realities of war and condemn those re-
sponsible for prolonging it. His satirical style 
and direct language gave his poetry a power-
ful emotional impact. Sassoon's public oppo-
sition to the continuation of the war made him 
a controversial figure, but his writings played 
a crucial role in shaping public understanding 
of the conflict. Through his honest portrayal 
of suffering and injustice, he helped redefine 
war poetry as a vehicle for protest and social 
criticism.

Wilfred Owen

Wilfred Owen (1893–1918) is widely regard-
ed as the greatest poet of the First World War. 
Like Sassoon, he served in the trenches and 
experienced the horrors of combat firsthand. 
His poetry is distinguished by its compassion 
for soldiers, its vivid descriptions of suffer-
ing, and its rejection of romanticised views of 

warfare. Owen believed that the true subject 
of war poetry was not glory but pity, and he 
sought to reveal the physical and psychologi-
cal consequences of modern warfare.

His most famous poems, including “Dulce et 
Decorum Est”, “Anthem for Doomed Youth”, 
“Strange Meeting”, and “Exposure”, portray 
soldiers as victims of forces beyond their con-
trol. Through powerful imagery, irony, and 
innovative poetic techniques, Owen exposes 
the brutality and futility of war while express-
ing deep sympathy for those who endured it. 
His poetry combines artistic excellence with 
moral seriousness, making it one of the most 
significant achievements in twentieth century 
literature. Although he was killed in action 
shortly before the war ended, his works con-
tinue to serve as enduring reminders of the hu-
man cost of armed conflict.

Owen famously declared in the preface to his 
planned collection of poems, “My subject is 
War, and the pity of War. The Poetry is in the 
pity.” This statement summarises his entire 
poetic vision. Unlike earlier patriotic poets 
who celebrated military glory, Owen sought 
to reveal the suffering, fear, and tragedy ex-
perienced by ordinary soldiers. His poems do 
not glorify war; instead, they emphasise its 
human cost and the compassion that arises 
from recognising the pain of others. Through 
this approach, Owen transformed war poetry 
into a powerful expression of humanity and 
moral awareness.

The poetry of Brooke, Sassoon, and Owen il-
lustrates the dramatic shift in attitudes towards 
war during the First World War. From patriot-
ic optimism to profound disillusionment, their 
works collectively document the emotional 
and moral impact of the conflict and remain 
among the most powerful literary responses to 
war ever written.
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1.2.7 Imagism

Fig. 1.2.5 Imagism: Precision, Clarity, and Concrete Imagery in Modernist Poetry

Imagism was one of the most influential po-
etic movements of the early twentieth centu-
ry and a major precursor to Modernist poetry. 
Emerging in the years immediately before the 
First World War, the movement was a reaction 
against the elaborate language, sentimental-
ity, and conventional poetic styles that char-
acterised much nineteenth-century poetry. 
Imagist poets sought to create a new poetic 
language based on precision, clarity, and the 
direct presentation of images. Drawing inspi-
ration from classical Greek poetry, Japanese 
haiku, and Chinese verse, they believed that 
poetry should capture the essence of a subject 
through vivid sensory impressions rather than 
lengthy descriptions or abstract reflections.

The movement was led by Ezra Pound, H.D. 
(Hilda Doolittle), and Richard Aldington, who 
shared a commitment to simplicity and artistic 
economy. Imagist poets insisted on the direct 
treatment of the subject, avoiding unnecessary 

commentary and decorative language. They 
aimed to present objects, scenes, and experi-
ences with clarity and immediacy, allowing 
the image itself to convey meaning and emo-
tion. Their poetry relied heavily on concrete 
imagery and sensory details, enabling readers 
to visualise and experience the subject direct-
ly. Another important principle was the econ-
omy of language. Every word was expected to 
contribute to the poem’s overall effect, result-
ing in concise and highly concentrated poetic 
expression. Although Imagists rejected many 
traditional poetic conventions, they remained 
attentive to rhythm and musicality, often pre-
ferring the natural rhythms of speech to rigid 
metrical patterns.

Ezra Pound was the principal theorist and 
spokesman of the movement. His essay “A 
Few Don'ts by an Imagiste” articulated many 
of its central ideas, while his famous poem 
“In a Station of the Metro” demonstrated how 
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a brief image could communicate complex 
emotions and perceptions. H.D. became one of 
the most accomplished Imagist poets through 
works such as “Oread” and “Sea Rose”, which 
combine vivid natural imagery with emotional 
intensity. Richard Aldington also contributed 
significantly to the movement through poems 
that employed precise language and careful-
ly crafted visual images. Together, these po-
ets established a new approach to poetry that 
emphasised clarity, concentration, and artistic 
precision.

Although Imagism was relatively short-lived, 
its influence on twentieth-century poetry was 
profound. It helped free poetry from excessive 
ornamentation and encouraged poets to ex-
periment with new forms of expression. The 
movement laid the foundations for Modern-
ism and influenced many later poets through 
its emphasis on directness, vivid imagery, 
and linguistic precision. As a result, Imagism 
remains one of the most significant develop-
ments in the history of modern poetry.

1.2.8 Modernist Poetry and T. S. Eliot

Fig. 1.2.6 T. S. Eliot (1888–1965). T. S. Eliot 
became the foremost representative of Mod-

ernist poetry in English

Modernist poetry emerged in the early twen-
tieth century as a response to the profound 
social, political, and cultural changes that 
transformed the modern world. Rapid indus-
trialisation, scientific developments, urbanisa-
tion, and the devastating impact of the First 
World War led many writers to question tra-
ditional beliefs and artistic conventions. Mod-
ernist poets felt that established literary forms 
were inadequate to represent the complexities 
of modern life. As a result, they experimented 
with new techniques and modes of expression, 
creating poetry that reflected the uncertainty, 
fragmentation, and disillusionment of the age.

A defining feature of Modernist poetry is its 
rejection of traditional poetic conventions. 
Modernist poets frequently employed free 
verse, fragmented structures, multiple voic-
es, and unconventional imagery. Their works 
often present disconnected scenes, shifting 
perspectives, and abrupt transitions, mirroring 
the fragmented nature of modern experience. 
Modernist poetry also emphasises subjectivity 
and psychological depth, exploring the inner 
lives of individuals and their struggles to find 
meaning in an increasingly complex world. 
Themes such as alienation, isolation, loss, 
memory, spiritual crisis, and the search for 
identity became central concerns of Modern-
ist writers. The movement encouraged readers 
to participate actively in the creation of mean-
ing, as poems often contain ambiguity, sym-
bolism, and multiple layers of interpretation.

Among the leading figures of Modernist poet-
ry, T. S. Eliot (1888–1965) occupies a position 
of exceptional importance. Born in the United 
States and later becoming a British citizen, 
Eliot transformed modern poetry through his 
innovative techniques and intellectual depth. 
His early masterpiece, “The Love Song of J. 
Alfred Prufrock” (1915), introduced readers 
to a new poetic voice characterised by intro-
spection, uncertainty, and psychological com-
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plexity. The poem presents the inner thoughts 
of a modern individual struggling with inde-
cision, loneliness, and a sense of inadequacy, 
themes that would become central to much of 
Eliot's later work.

Eliot's most influential poem, The Waste Land 
(1922), is widely regarded as one of the de-
fining works of Modernism. Written in the 
aftermath of the First World War, the poem 
depicts a spiritually barren and fragmented 
civilisation struggling to find meaning in a 
world marked by cultural decline and moral 
uncertainty. Through its use of multiple voic-
es, literary allusions, mythological references, 
and fragmented narrative structure, The Waste 
Land captures the disorientation and anxiety 
of the modern age. The poem demonstrates 
Eliot’s belief that literature should engage 
with both contemporary realities and the cul-
tural traditions of the past.

A distinctive feature of Eliot’s poetry is his 
extensive use of allusion and symbolism. 
Drawing upon classical literature, mythology, 
religion, philosophy, and European literary 
traditions, he created poems that operate on 
multiple levels of meaning. His works fre-
quently combine modern experiences with 
ancient myths and cultural references, a tech-
nique often described as the “mythical meth-
od.” Eliot believed that the past could provide 
order and meaning in a fragmented modern 
world. This blending of tradition and innova-
tion became one of the defining characteris-
tics of Modernist literature.

Eliot's later collection, Four Quartets (1943), 
reflects a more philosophical and spiritual di-
mension of his poetry. The sequence explores 
themes such as time, memory, faith, suffering, 
and redemption. While The Waste Land por-
trays a world of fragmentation and spiritual 
crisis, Four Quartets expresses the possibility 
of spiritual renewal and reconciliation. To-

gether, these works reveal the breadth of El-
iot's artistic vision and his continuing search 
for meaning in human existence. In addition 
to his achievements as a poet, Eliot was an in-
fluential literary critic and dramatist. His es-
says, including Tradition and the Individual 
Talent, shaped twentieth-century literary criti-
cism and introduced important ideas about the 
relationship between individual creativity and 
literary tradition. Through his poetry and crit-
ical writings, Eliot redefined the possibilities 
of modern literature and influenced genera-
tions of writers across the world.

Modernist poetry transformed the course of 
English literature by challenging conven-
tional forms and exploring new ways of un-
derstanding reality. Through his innovative 
techniques, intellectual rigor, and profound 
exploration of modern experience, T. S. Eliot 
became the most influential representative of 
the movement and one of the greatest poets of 
the twentieth century.

1.2.9 Poets of the Thirties: Oxford 
Poets and Pylon Poets

The poetry of the 1930s developed during one 
of the most turbulent decades in modern histo-
ry. The Great Depression, widespread unem-
ployment, the rise of fascism in Germany and 
Italy, the Spanish Civil War, and the growing 
threat of another global conflict created an at-
mosphere of anxiety and uncertainty. These 
developments profoundly influenced British 
writers, many of whom felt that literature 
could no longer remain detached from con-
temporary social and political realities. Con-
sequently, the poets of the thirties turned their 
attention to public issues, exploring the rela-
tionship between the individual and society, 
the responsibilities of intellectuals, and the 
moral challenges posed by a rapidly changing 
world.
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Fig. 1.2.7 Oxford Poets of the Thirties: W. H. Auden, Louis MacNeice, Stephen Spender, and 
Cecil Day-Lewis

Many poets of this period were associated 
with Oxford University and came to be known 
collectively as the Oxford Poets or the Auden 
Generation. The group included W. H. Auden, 
Louis MacNeice, Stephen Spender, and Cecil 
Day-Lewis. They are sometimes referred to as 
the MacSpaunday poets, a name derived from 
the surnames of MacNeice, Spender, Auden, 
and Day-Lewis. These writers shared a con-
cern with the social and political issues of 
their time and were influenced by Modernism, 
Freudian psychology, and Marxist thought. 
While their political views varied, many were 
attracted to socialist ideas because they be-
lieved literature should respond to economic 
inequality, social injustice, and the growing 
threat of totalitarianism.

W. H. Auden (1907–1973) emerged as the 
leading poetic voice of the decade and exerted 
a profound influence on his contemporaries. 
His poetry combines intellectual sophistica-
tion with a strong awareness of political and 
social realities. Auden was deeply interested 
in psychology, particularly the ideas of Sig-
mund Freud, and often explored the hidden 
motives and anxieties that shape human be-

haviour. At the same time, he was concerned 
with the political crises of his age, including 
the rise of fascism and the collapse of tradi-
tional social structures. Works such as “Spain 
1937”, “September 1, 1939”, and The Orators 
reveal his ability to connect personal experi-
ence with broader historical events. Auden's 
poetry is characterised by technical mastery, 
wit, irony, and a remarkable ability to address 
complex social issues without sacrificing ar-
tistic quality.

Louis MacNeice (1907–1963) brought a dis-
tinctive voice to the poetry of the thirties 
through his combination of personal reflection 
and social observation. Unlike some of his 
contemporaries, MacNeice remained scepti-
cal of rigid political ideologies and preferred 
to examine the complexities of individual ex-
perience within a changing society. His poetry 
frequently explores themes of identity, un-
certainty, love, and the tensions between pri-
vate life and public events. His masterpiece,  
Autumn Journal (1939), is one of the most 
important poetic works of the decade. Written 
against the backdrop of political instability 
and impending war, the poem combines auto-
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biography, political commentary, cultural crit-
icism, and philosophical reflection. Through 
its conversational style and intellectual depth, 
Autumn Journal provides a vivid portrait of 
life in Britain during the late 1930s.

Stephen Spender (1909–1995) was another 
important member of the group whose poetry 
reflects a strong commitment to social justice 
and humanitarian values. Influenced by left-
wing political ideas, Spender was concerned 
with the struggles of ordinary people and the 
impact of economic and social inequalities. 
His poetry often expresses sympathy for the 
oppressed and a desire for a more just society. 
One of his best-known poems, “The Pylons”, 
symbolises the arrival of modern industri-
al civilisation. The poem presents electricity 
pylons as powerful symbols of technological 
progress while simultaneously questioning 
the consequences of industrialisation for tra-
ditional rural life. Spender’s works combine 
political awareness with lyrical sensitivity, 
making him one of the most distinctive poetic 
voices of the decade.

Cecil Day-Lewis (1904–1972) also played an 
important role in shaping the literary charac-
ter of the thirties. Like Auden and Spender, 
he was attracted to socialist and Marxist ideas 
and believed that poetry should engage with 
social and political realities. His early poet-
ry reflects concerns about economic injustice, 
class divisions, and the need for social reform. 
Collections such as The Magnetic Mountain 
reveal his commitment to political themes, 
while his later works demonstrate a move-
ment towards a more personal and reflective 
style. Day-Lewis successfully combined po-
litical engagement with lyrical craftsmanship 
and remained an influential figure in British 
poetry throughout his career.

The term Pylon Poets is often used to describe 
those poets who responded to the industrial 
and technological transformation of modern 

Britain. Unlike earlier writers who idealised 
rural landscapes, these poets recognised facto-
ries, roads, railways, and electricity pylons as 
defining features of the modern world. Their 
poetry explored the possibilities and dangers 
of technological progress, reflecting both fas-
cination and anxiety. The modern industrial 
landscape became a symbol of social change, 
economic development, and the increasing-
ly complex nature of twentieth-century life. 
Through their treatment of contemporary sub-
jects, the Pylon Poets expanded the range of 
themes considered suitable for poetry.

The poets of the thirties transformed English 
poetry by bringing contemporary social, po-
litical, and psychological concerns into liter-
ary discourse. Their engagement with Marx-
ist thought, Freudian psychology, industrial 
modernity, and international politics enabled 
them to address the most pressing issues of 
their age. Through the works of Auden, Mac-
Neice, Spender, and Day-Lewis, poetry be-
came a powerful medium for examining the 
relationship between the individual and soci-
ety. Their contributions not only defined the 
literature of the 1930s but also influenced later 
generations of poets who sought to combine 
artistic excellence with social awareness.

1.2.10 Surrealism in Poetry

Fig. 1.2.8 Surrealism in Poetry: Dreams, the 
Unconscious, and Unexpected Images
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Surrealism was an influential artistic and liter-
ary movement that emerged in Europe during 
the 1920s, growing out of the disillusionment 
that followed the First World War. Inspired by 
the psychological theories of Sigmund Freud, 
Surrealists sought to explore the hidden work-
ings of the unconscious mind and liberate 
human imagination from the constraints of 
reason and conventional logic. The movement 
was formally launched by André Breton's 
Manifesto of Surrealism (1924), which ad-
vocated the exploration of dreams, fantasies, 
and subconscious desires as sources of artistic 
creativity. Surrealist poetry aimed to reveal a 
deeper reality that lay beyond ordinary per-
ception and rational thought.

A defining characteristic of Surrealist poetry is 
its use of dreamlike imagery and unexpected 
associations. Surrealist poets often combine 
unrelated objects, ideas, and experiences to 
create startling and imaginative effects. Their 
poems frequently blur the boundaries between 
reality and fantasy, producing an atmosphere 
of mystery, surprise, and wonder. By rejecting 
logical sequence and conventional narrative 
patterns, they sought to capture the sponta-
neous movements of the mind and reveal hid-
den truths about human experience. This em-
phasis on the irrational and the subconscious 
distinguished Surrealism from earlier literary 
movements and expanded the possibilities of 
poetic expression.

One of the most important techniques asso-
ciated with Surrealism is automatic writing, 
a method in which writers attempt to record 
thoughts as they arise without conscious con-
trol or censorship. Surrealists believed that 
this process could provide direct access to the 
unconscious mind and uncover desires, fears, 
and emotions that are normally suppressed. 
They also employed symbolism, metaphor, 
unexpected juxtapositions, and elements of 
absurdity to challenge readers' assumptions 

and encourage new ways of seeing the world. 
Through these techniques, Surrealist poetry 
sought to free imagination from conventional 
restrictions and explore the limitless possibil-
ities of creative thought.

Among the major figures associated with Sur-
realist poetry was André Breton (1896–1966), 
the principal theorist and founder of the 
movement. His writings established many of 
the ideas that shaped Surrealist literature. Paul 
Éluard (1895–1952) became one of the move-
ment's most celebrated poets through works 
that combined dream imagery, love, and po-
litical commitment. Another important fig-
ure was Federico García Lorca (1898–1936), 
whose later poetry incorporates surrealistic 
techniques and powerful symbolic imagery 
while exploring themes of love, death, and hu-
man suffering. Although primarily known as a 
painter, René Magritte's artistic vision reflect-
ed many of the central ideas of Surrealism and 
influenced its broader cultural development.

The influence of Surrealism extended far 
beyond its original historical context. Its ex-
ploration of dreams, the unconscious, and 
imaginative freedom inspired later literary 
movements and contributed significantly to 
the development of Modernist and postmod-
ern literature. By challenging conventional 
ideas about reality and artistic expression, 
Surrealist poets expanded the boundaries of 
poetry and demonstrated the creative potential 
of the human imagination. Their works con-
tinue to fascinate readers through their orig-
inality, symbolic richness, and exploration of 
the hidden dimensions of human experience.

1.2.11 Dylan Thomas and the New 
Apocalypse

Dylan Thomas (1914–1953) was one of the 
most distinctive and influential poets of the 
twentieth century. Born in Wales, he devel-
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oped a poetic style that combined rich imag-
ery, musical language, emotional intensity, 
and imaginative symbolism. At a time when 
much English poetry was concerned with po-
litical and social issues, Thomas focused on 
universal themes such as life, death, love, 

nature, memory, and the mysteries of human 
existence. His poetry is noted for its lyrical 
beauty, intricate wordplay, and powerful emo-
tional resonance, which helped establish him 
as one of the most original poetic voices of his 
generation.

Fig. 1.2.9 Dylan Thomas and the New Apocalypse: A symbolic representation of destruction, 
renewal, imagination, and the apocalyptic vision associated with the New Apocalypse  

movement

Thomas’s poetry frequently explores the cycle 
of birth, growth, decay, and death. One of his 
most celebrated poems, “Do Not Go Gentle 
into That Good Night”, is a passionate medita-
tion on mortality that urges resistance against 
the approach of death. Another important 
poem, “Fern Hill”, reflects nostalgically on 
childhood, innocence, and the passage of 
time, combining vivid natural imagery with 
a profound awareness of human mortality. 
Through such works, Thomas demonstrates 
an extraordinary ability to transform personal 
experiences into universal reflections on the 

human condition. His poetry appeals strong-
ly to the senses, creating a rich auditory and 
visual experience through rhythm, sound pat-
terns, and striking imagery.

Thomas's literary achievement extends be-
yond poetry. His radio drama Under Milk 
Wood presents a vivid portrait of life in a small 
Welsh town through a series of interconnect-
ed voices and imaginative descriptions. The 
work reveals his remarkable gift for captur-
ing the humour, dreams, desires, and every-
day experiences of ordinary people. Thomas 
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also became famous for his public readings, 
whose dramatic delivery enhanced the musi-
cal qualities of his poetry and contributed sig-
nificantly to his popularity. His emphasis on 
sound, rhythm, and oral performance reflects 
his belief that poetry should be heard as well 
as read.

Dylan Thomas is often associated with the 
New Apocalypse movement, a literary trend 
that emerged in Britain during the 1940s. The 
New Apocalypse poets reacted against both 
the political poetry of the 1930s and the ra-
tional, intellectual tendencies of Modernism. 
Influenced by Surrealism, mythology, and 
psychology, they sought to explore the sub-
conscious mind, imagination, and the deeper 
emotional realities of human existence. Their 
poetry frequently employed dreamlike imag-
ery, symbolic language, and visionary themes 
to express the anxieties and uncertainties of a 
world shaped by war and social upheaval.

The New Apocalypse movement included 
poets such as Henry Treece, J. F. Hendry, 

George Barker, and Dylan Thomas. These 
writers rejected conventional poetic forms 
and embraced experimentation, individual ex-
pression, and emotional intensity. Their works 
often explored themes of destruction, renew-
al, alienation, spirituality, and the search for 
meaning in a fragmented world. Although the 
movement was relatively short-lived, it con-
tributed significantly to the development of 
post-war British poetry by encouraging great-
er freedom of imagination and artistic exper-
imentation.

Among the poets associated with the move-
ment, Dylan Thomas achieved the greatest 
lasting influence. His poetry combines the vi-
sionary qualities of the New Apocalypse with 
exceptional lyrical skill and emotional depth. 
Through his exploration of life, death, mem-
ory, and human experience, he created works 
that continue to captivate readers across the 
world. As both a major twentieth-century poet 
and an important representative of the New 
Apocalypse, Thomas occupies a unique and 
enduring place in modern English literature.

Value Addition

Timeline of Twentieth-Century Poetry (1900–1945)

Year Literary Development

1901 Beginning of the Edwardian Age

1902 Publication of Walter de la Mare's Songs of Childhood

1912 Publication of the first Georgian Poetry anthology

1914–1918 First World War and emergence of War Poetry

1916 Easter Rising in Ireland

1922 Publication of Eliot's The Waste Land

1924 André Breton publishes Manifesto of Surrealism

1930s Rise of Auden Group and Poetry of the Thirties

1939 Publication of MacNeice's Autumn Journal

1943 Publication of Eliot's Four Quartets

1940s Emergence of the New Apocalypse movement
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Literary Connections

Edwardian Poetry → Georgian Poetry → War Poetry → Imagism → Modernism → Poetry of 
the Thirties → Surrealism and New Apocalypse

This sequence demonstrates the gradual evolution of twentieth-century English poetry from 
traditional forms towards increasingly experimental and modern techniques.

	f Edwardian poetry formed a bridge between Victorian and Modernist traditions.
	f John Masefield celebrated adventure, the sea, and human endurance.
	f Walter de la Mare explored mystery, imagination, and childhood.
	f A. E. Housman's poetry reflected melancholy and the transience of life.
	f Georgian poets emphasised simplicity, lyricism, and nature.
	f Robert Bridges upheld traditional poetic craftsmanship.
	f Symbolism promoted suggestion, imagery, and subjective experience.
	f The Irish Literary Revival sought to revive Irish culture and literature.
	f W. B. Yeats became the leading poet of the Irish Literary Revival.
	f First World War poetry documented the realities of modern warfare.
	f Imagism advocated precision, clarity, and direct treatment of images.
	f T. S. Eliot became the foremost representative of Modernist poetry.
	f The poets of the thirties combined poetry with political and social concerns.
	f Surrealism explored dreams, the unconscious mind, and imaginative freedom.
	f Dylan Thomas and the New Apocalypse poets emphasised imagination, symbol-
ism, and emotional intensity.

Recap

1.	 Who served as Poet Laureate from 1930 to 1967?
2.	 Which poem by John Masefield celebrates the attraction of the sea?
3.	 Who wrote Songs of Childhood?
4.	 Which collection established A. E. Housman's reputation?
5.	 During whose reign did Georgian Poetry flourish?
6.	 Which anthology popularised the Georgian poets?
7.	 Who was the leading figure of the Symbolist Movement?
8.	 What was the primary aim of the Irish Literary Revival?
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9.	 Which poem commemorates the Easter Rising of 1916?
10.	Who wrote "The Soldier"?
11.	Which poet declared, "My subject is War, and the pity of War"?
12.	Who is considered the founder of Imagism?
13.	Which poem is regarded as the finest example of Imagist poetry?
14.	Which work established T. S. Eliot as a major Modernist poet?
15.	What is the central theme of The Waste Land?
16.	Which poets formed the MacSpaunday group?
17.	Who wrote Autumn Journal?
18.	What movement was founded by André Breton?
19.	Which Dylan Thomas poem urges resistance to death?
20.	Which literary movement is associated with Henry Treece and J. F. Hendry?

1.	 John Masefield
2.	 "Sea Fever"
3.	 Walter de la Mare
4.	 A Shropshire Lad
5.	 King George V
6.	 Georgian Poetry
7.	 Stéphane Mallarmé
8.	 To revive Irish literature and cultural identity
9.	 "Easter 1916"
10.	Rupert Brooke
11.	Wilfred Owen
12.	Ezra Pound
13.	"In a Station of the Metro"
14.	The Waste Land
15.	Cultural and spiritual fragmentation
16.	MacNeice, Spender, Auden, and Day-Lewis
17.	Louis MacNeice
18.	Surrealism

Answers
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1.	 Examine the major characteristics of Edwardian and Georgian poetry.
2.	 Discuss the influence of the Irish Literary Revival on twentieth-century English 

poetry with special reference to W. B. Yeats.
3.	 Analyse the contribution of Wilfred Owen and Siegfried Sassoon to First World 

War poetry.
4.	 Explain the principles of Imagism and evaluate its influence on Modernist poetry.
5.	 Assess the contribution of T. S. Eliot, W. H. Auden, and Dylan Thomas to the 

development of twentieth-century English poetry.

Assignments

19.	"Do Not Go Gentle into That Good Night"
20.	New Apocalypse

1.	 Abrams, M. H., and Geoffrey Galt Harpham. A Glossary of Literary Terms. 11th 
ed., Cengage Learning, 2015.

2.	 Childs, Peter. Modernism. 2nd ed., Routledge, 2008.
3.	 Daiches, David. A Critical History of English Literature. Vol. 2, Allied Publishers, 

2010.
4.	 Ford, Boris, editor. The New Pelican Guide to English Literature: From Dickens 

to Hardy. Penguin Books, 1982.
5.	 Perkins, David. A History of Modern Poetry: Modernism and After. Harvard UP, 

1987.
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Influences and Movements 
in Drama

Unit
3

Upon the completion of this unit, the learner will be able to:

	f understand the emergence and characteristics of modern drama
	f analyse Ibsen's influence on twentieth-century dramatic developments
	f examine major forms including Problem Play and Poetic Drama
	f evaluate contributions of Shaw, Galsworthy, Barrie, Eliot, and Fry
	f assess the significance of the Irish Dramatic Movement and Abbey Theatre

Drama has been one of the most important literary forms from ancient times to the mod-
ern period. Before studying modern drama, learners should have a basic understanding of 
earlier dramatic traditions, particularly the characteristics of Victorian drama and melo-
drama. Victorian theatre often relied on sensational incidents, exaggerated emotions, clear 
distinctions between heroes and villains, and neatly resolved plots. While these forms were 
popular with audiences, many playwrights gradually began to feel that they failed to reflect 
the complexities of modern life. Familiarity with these earlier traditions helps learners ap-
preciate why dramatists sought new approaches to theatrical representation.

The emergence of modern drama was closely connected to the profound social and intel-
lectual changes that transformed Europe during the late nineteenth and early twentieth cen-
turies. Industrialisation, urbanisation, scientific discoveries, democratic movements, and 
changing attitudes towards religion and morality encouraged writers to question traditional 
beliefs and social institutions. New ideas in psychology, sociology, and political thought 
also influenced literary production. An awareness of these historical developments enables 
learners to understand why modern playwrights focused on social issues, individual free-
dom, moral conflicts, and psychological realism.

Learners should also recognise the role of theatre as a powerful medium of social and 
cultural expression. Unlike poetry and fiction, drama presents human experiences directly 
through performance, dialogue, and action. Modern dramatists used the stage not merely to 
entertain but also to provoke discussion, challenge accepted values, and encourage social 
awareness. Understanding theatre as a medium for intellectual inquiry and cultural repre-

Learning Outcomes

Prerequisites
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sentation will help learners appreciate the significance of playwrights such as Henrik Ib-
sen, George Bernard Shaw, T. S. Eliot, and the dramatists of the Irish Dramatic Movement.

New Drama, Psychological Realism, Problem Play, Drama of Ideas, Well-Made Play, Poetic 
Drama, Abbey Theatre, Irish Dramatic Movement

Keywords

Discussion
1.3.1 The New Drama

The closing decades of the nineteenth century 
witnessed a revolutionary transformation in 
the field of drama. This transformation gave 
rise to what is commonly known as the New 
Drama, a movement that departed from the 
artificial conventions of Romantic drama and 
melodrama and sought to present life with 
greater realism and intellectual seriousness. 
The New Drama emerged in response to the 
rapid social, political, and scientific changes 
of the modern age. Industrialisation, urban-
isation, the growth of democracy, and new 
ideas in psychology and sociology encour-
aged playwrights to examine contemporary 
life and its problems more critically. Unlike 
earlier drama, which often focused on heroic 
figures and sensational plots, the New Drama 
concentrated on ordinary people and the chal-
lenges they faced in society.

A major landmark in the development of the 
New Drama was the work of the Norwegian 
playwright Henrik Ibsen. The production of 
The Pillars of Society in 1877 marked the be-
ginning of a new phase in modern theatre. Ib-
sen challenged established social values and 
explored issues such as individual freedom, 
gender roles, morality, and social hypocri-
sy. Because of his pioneering contribution 
to modern realistic drama, he is widely re-
garded as the Father of Modern Drama. His 
influence extended far beyond Norway and 

inspired playwrights across Europe and the 
English-speaking world.

One of the most important characteristics of 
the New Drama was its commitment to real-
ism and social criticism. Playwrights attempt-
ed to present life as it was actually lived rather 
than as an idealised or romanticised vision. 
They addressed pressing social issues such as 
class conflict, gender inequality, poverty, and 
moral corruption. Writers like Henrik Ibsen, 
Anton Chekhov, and George Bernard Shaw 
used drama as a means of questioning accept-
ed beliefs and exposing the shortcomings of 
society. Their plays encouraged audiences to 
think critically about social institutions and 
inspired discussions about reform and change.

The New Drama also reflected the growing 
interest in psychology and the inner life of 
human beings. Influenced by developments in 
psychology, playwrights began to explore the 
complexities of the human mind, motivations, 
and emotions. Characters were portrayed as 
psychologically complex individuals rather 
than simple heroes or villains. This empha-
sis on character development brought greater 
depth and realism to modern drama and helped 
theatre become a serious medium for examin-
ing human behaviour and relationships.

Another significant feature of the New Drama 
was its experimentation with dramatic form 
and technique. Playwrights moved beyond 
conventional plots and stage conventions to 
create innovative theatrical experiences. Sym-
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bolism, expressionism, and other modern ar-
tistic movements influenced dramatic writing 
and production. These developments enabled 
dramatists to represent not only external re-
ality but also dreams, memories, emotions, 
and subjective experiences. As a result, drama 
became a more flexible and imaginative art 
form capable of expressing the complexities 
of modern life.

The New Drama laid the foundation for many 
later developments in twentieth-century the-
atre, including expressionism, poetic drama, 
absurd drama, and postmodern theatre. Al-
though these movements differed in style and 
technique, they shared the New Drama’s de-
sire to challenge traditional conventions and 
explore new ways of understanding human 
existence. Through its realism, social aware-
ness, psychological insight, and artistic ex-
perimentation, the New Drama transformed 
modern theatre and established drama as a 
powerful medium for examining contempo-
rary society and the human condition.

1.3.2 Influence of Ibsen

Fig. 1.3.1 Henrik Ibsen (1828–1906), whose 
realistic and socially conscious plays laid the 

foundations of modern drama

The emergence of modern drama is closely 
associated with the work of the Norwegian 
playwright Henrik Ibsen, whose innovations 
transformed the nature and purpose of theatre. 
Rejecting the artificial plots and exaggerated 
emotions of melodrama, Ibsen introduced a 
new dramatic method grounded in realism, 
psychological depth, and social awareness. 
His major plays, including A Doll’s House, 
Ghosts, and Hedda Gabler, examined the 
conflicts between individual desires and so-
cial expectations. Through these works, Ibsen 
demonstrated that drama could be a powerful 
medium for exploring contemporary issues 
and the complexities of human behaviour. 
His influence extended across Europe and in-
spired a generation of playwrights who sought 
to make theatre more relevant to modern life.

One of Ibsen’s most important contributions 
was his development of psychological real-
ism. His characters are not simple heroes or 
villains but complex individuals shaped by 
personal experiences, social pressures, and 
inner conflicts. Ibsen explored the hidden mo-
tives, fears, and desires that influence human 
actions, thereby bringing a new level of psy-
chological authenticity to drama. This focus 
on the inner life of characters marked a sig-
nificant departure from earlier theatrical tra-
ditions and influenced later dramatists such as 
Eugene O’Neill, Anton Chekhov, and George 
Bernard Shaw. Modern drama’s concern with 
character psychology owes much to Ibsen’s 
pioneering work.

Ibsen also transformed theatre into a vehicle 
for social criticism. Many of his plays exam-
ine the tensions between individual freedom 
and restrictive social conventions. He chal-
lenged accepted beliefs concerning marriage, 
family, morality, religion, and gender roles, 
encouraging audiences to question long-es-
tablished assumptions. In A Doll’s House, for 
example, Ibsen exposed the limited position 
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of women within nineteenth-century society 
and highlighted the importance of personal 
independence and self-respect. Such themes 
generated considerable controversy during 
his lifetime but also stimulated public debate 
and contributed to broader social awareness. 
Through his fearless treatment of social is-
sues, Ibsen established drama as an instru-
ment of intellectual inquiry and social reform.

Another important aspect of Ibsen’s influence 
lies in his use of symbolism and dramatic 
technique. Although his plays are rooted in 
realism, they often contain symbolic elements 
that deepen their meaning. Objects, settings, 
and recurring images frequently represent 
larger psychological or social realities. These 
symbolic features enrich the dramatic experi-
ence and encourage audiences to look beyond 

the surface action of the play. By combining 
realism with symbolism, Ibsen created a dra-
matic form that was both intellectually engag-
ing and artistically sophisticated.

The influence of Ibsen can be seen in many 
important movements and playwrights of the 
twentieth century. The Problem Play, the New 
Drama, social realism, and modern psycho-
logical drama all developed from the foun-
dations he established. Playwrights such as 
George Bernard Shaw, John Galsworthy, An-
ton Chekhov, and later Eugene O’Neill adapt-
ed and extended his methods in their own 
works. Through his realism, psychological in-
sight, social criticism, and innovative dramat-
ic techniques, Henrik Ibsen reshaped modern 
theatre and secured his place as one of the 
most influential dramatists in literary history.

1.3.3 Problem Play

Fig. 1.3.2 Features of Problem Play

The Problem Play emerged in the late nine-
teenth century as an important form of mod-
ern drama that sought to examine contempo-
rary social, moral, and political issues through 
realistic representation. Henrik Ibsen is gen-
erally regarded as the pioneer of this dramatic 

genre, which moved away from the romantic 
and melodramatic traditions of earlier the-
atre. Problem Plays addressed controversial 
subjects such as gender inequality, marriage, 
class divisions, religious hypocrisy, poverty, 
and social injustice. Rather than merely en-
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tertaining audiences, these plays encouraged 
them to think critically about the problems af-
fecting society. Through realistic settings and 
believable characters, playwrights exposed 
the contradictions and shortcomings of social 
institutions and challenged accepted beliefs 
and conventions.

A distinctive feature of the Problem Play is 
its focus on ordinary individuals facing mor-
al dilemmas and conflicts arising from social 
pressures. The struggles of these characters 
often reflect broader issues within society, 
allowing audiences to recognise the relation-
ship between personal experiences and social 
realities. Unlike traditional drama, the Prob-
lem Play rarely offers simple solutions or neat 
endings. Instead, it presents complex situa-
tions that invite reflection and debate. The 
influence of this dramatic form can be seen 
in the works of George Bernard Shaw, John 
Galsworthy, and Arthur Miller, among others. 
By combining realism, psychological depth, 
and social criticism, the Problem Play became 
one of the foundations of modern drama and 
continues to influence contemporary theatre.

1.3.4 George Bernard Shaw

Fig. 1.3.3 George Bernard Shaw (1856–
1950), the foremost exponent of the drama of 

ideas and social criticism

George Bernard Shaw was one of the most in-
fluential playwrights of the modern age and 
a leading representative of the New Drama. 

Born in Dublin, Ireland, he became a drama-
tist, critic, essayist, and social reformer whose 
works transformed English theatre. Strongly 
influenced by Henrik Ibsen, Shaw rejected the 
artificiality of melodrama and used drama as a 
medium for intellectual discussion and social 
criticism. He believed that theatre should not 
merely entertain audiences but should also en-
courage them to examine social problems and 
question accepted beliefs. Through his plays, 
Shaw addressed important issues such as class 
inequality, poverty, religion, education, mar-
riage, and the status of women in society. His 
commitment to realism and reform helped es-
tablish drama as a serious vehicle for social 
and intellectual inquiry.

Shaw is often described as the master of the 
“drama of ideas” because his plays focus on 
the discussion of social, political, and moral 
questions. Instead of relying on sensational 
incidents, he developed characters who en-
gage in lively debates and challenge conven-
tional opinions. His remarkable command of 
language, combined with wit, humour, irony, 
and satire, made his plays both entertaining 
and intellectually stimulating. Shaw himself 
classified some of his early works as Plays 
Pleasant and Plays Unpleasant. The Plays 
Pleasant, including Arms and the Man, Can-
dida, and You Never Can Tell, employed hu-
mour and comedy to present social issues in 
an engaging manner. The Plays Unpleasant, 
such as Widowers’ Houses, The Philander-
er, and Mrs Warren’s Profession, confronted 
audiences with disturbing social realities and 
exposed the hypocrisies of contemporary so-
ciety. Through both forms, Shaw encouraged 
audiences to think critically about accepted 
social values and institutions.

Among Shaw’s most important plays are 
Arms and the Man (1894), Man and Super-
man (1903), Major Barbara (1905), The 
Doctor’s Dilemma (1906), and Pygmalion 
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(1913). These works examine a wide range of 
themes, including war, morality, capitalism, 
education, language, and social mobility. Pyg-
malion, one of his most celebrated plays, ex-
plores the relationship between language and 
class and remains widely performed through-
out the world. Shaw received the Nobel Prize 
in Literature in 1925 in recognition of his 
contribution to literature and drama. Through 
his intellectual brilliance, social commitment, 
and dramatic innovation, he established him-
self as one of the greatest playwrights of the 
twentieth century and a central figure in the 
history of modern theatre.

1.3.5 John Galsworthy

Fig. 1.3.4 John Galsworthy (1867–1933), a 
leading dramatist of social realism and the 

Problem Play

John Galsworthy  was an important English 
novelist and dramatist whose works contribut-
ed significantly to the development of modern 
realistic drama. Deeply concerned with social 
justice, he used theatre as a means of examin-
ing the inequalities and moral contradictions 
of contemporary society. His plays focus on 
issues such as class divisions, poverty, the le-
gal system, industrial disputes, and the treat-
ment of individuals by powerful social institu-
tions. Unlike melodramatic playwrights who 
relied on sensational incidents, Galsworthy 
presented realistic situations and believable 

characters, encouraging audiences to reflect 
on the social conditions of their time. His dra-
ma combined artistic craftsmanship with a 
strong sense of social responsibility, making 
him one of the leading exponents of the Prob-
lem Play in English literature.

Among Galsworthy’s most notable plays are 
The Silver Box (1906), Justice (1910), and 
Strife (1909), all of which expose various 
forms of social injustice and institutional fail-
ure. Through carefully developed characters 
and realistic dialogue, he explored the moral 
dilemmas faced by individuals caught within 
larger social and economic systems. His dra-
matic technique emphasised objectivity and 
balance, allowing audiences to examine issues 
from multiple perspectives rather than impos-
ing a single viewpoint. Galsworthy’s works il-
lustrate the transition from nineteenth-century 
melodrama to twentieth-century realism and 
demonstrate the power of theatre as an instru-
ment of social criticism. Through his realistic 
portrayal of society and his concern for hu-
man welfare, he secured an important place in 
the history of modern drama.

1.3.6 J. M. Barrie

Fig. 1.3.5 J. M. Barrie (1860–1937), creator 
of Peter Pan and one of the leading play-

wrights of imaginative drama
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James Matthew Barrie was a Scottish play-
wright and novelist best known for his imagi-
native and enchanting contribution to modern 
drama. Writing during a period of social and 
cultural change, Barrie combined elements of 
fantasy, humour, sentiment, and psychologi-
cal insight in his works. Unlike many contem-
porary dramatists who concentrated on social 
realism, Barrie explored the worlds of child-
hood, imagination, dreams, and human rela-
tionships. His writings reveal a deep under-
standing of human emotions and the tension 
between innocence and experience. Through 
his unique dramatic vision, he created stories 
that appealed to both children and adults while 
addressing universal themes such as growing 
up, memory, love, and loss.

Barrie’s most famous work is Peter Pan 
(1904), the story of a boy who refuses to 
grow up and lives in the magical world of 
Neverland. The play became one of the most 
beloved works in modern literature and es-
tablished Peter Pan as a lasting symbol of 
youth, freedom, and imagination. Barrie’s 
dramatic style is characterised by lyrical lan-
guage, gentle humour, and a blend of fanta-
sy and emotional depth. In addition to Peter 
Pan, he wrote successful plays such as The  
Admirable Crichton and What Every Woman 
Knows, which explore themes of class, gender 
roles, and personal relationships. Through his 
imaginative storytelling and memorable char-
acters, Barrie enriched modern theatre and re-
mains one of the most distinctive playwrights 
of the early twentieth century.

1.3.7 The Well-Made Play

The Well-Made Play was a highly influential 
dramatic form that dominated European the-
atre during the nineteenth century and contin-
ued to shape dramatic practice well into the 
early twentieth century. Developed primarily 
by the French playwright Eugène Scribe, this 
form is characterised by its carefully organised 

structure, logical progression of events, and 
emphasis on suspense. The plot is construct-
ed with great precision, leading audiences 
through a series of complications, misunder-
standings, discoveries, and reversals that cul-
minate in a satisfying resolution. Every scene 
contributes to the development of the action, 
and seemingly minor details introduced early 
in the play often become crucial later in the 
narrative. This tightly controlled structure en-
sured that audiences remained engaged and 
emotionally invested until the final scene.

Another important feature of the Well-Made 
Play is its skilful use of dramatic devices such 
as secret information, mistaken identities, hid-
den documents, unexpected revelations, and 
dramatic coincidences. These devices create 
suspense and generate excitement while ad-
vancing the plot towards its climax. The dia-
logue is usually clear, purposeful, and close-
ly linked to the development of the action. 
Playwrights such as Eugène Scribe, Victorien 
Sardou, and Alexandre Dumas perfected this 
dramatic technique and made it immensely 
popular among nineteenth-century audienc-
es. Although later dramatists such as Henrik 
Ibsen and George Bernard Shaw criticised its 
formulaic nature and sought more realistic 
forms of theatre, the influence of the Well-
Made Play remains significant. Its emphasis 
on structure, dramatic tension, and effective 
storytelling continues to influence modern 
drama, cinema, and television narratives.

1.3.8 Poetic Drama: T. S. Eliot and 
Christopher Fry

Poetic Drama is a form of theatre that com-
bines the imaginative power of poetry with 
the action and dialogue of drama. Unlike real-
istic drama, which seeks to reproduce every-
day speech and situations, Poetic Drama em-
ploys elevated language, imagery, symbolism, 
rhythm, and verse to express profound human 
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emotions and ideas. The genre has its roots in 
the classical and Elizabethan traditions, but it 
experienced a revival in the twentieth century 
through the efforts of dramatists who believed 
that poetic language could restore dignity and 
depth to modern theatre. Poetic Drama ex-
plores themes such as faith, morality, love, 
suffering, and the human condition through 
language that appeals not only to the intel-
lect but also to the imagination and emotions. 
Among the most important figures associated 
with the revival of Poetic Drama are T. S. El-
iot and Christopher Fry, whose plays demon-
strated that poetic expression could remain a 
vital force in modern theatre.

T. S. Eliot played a crucial role in reviving 
Poetic Drama in the twentieth century. His 
most celebrated play, Murder in the Cathedral 
(1935), dramatises the martyrdom of Thomas 
Becket and explores themes of spiritual con-
flict, sacrifice, and the relationship between 
temporal and divine authority. Eliot believed 
that poetic language could communicate ex-
periences and emotions more effectively than 
ordinary prose, and his plays combine sym-
bolism, religious imagery, and philosophical 
reflection. Other important works such as The 
Family Reunion (1939), The Cocktail Party 

(1949), and The Confidential Clerk (1953) fur-
ther demonstrate his attempt to create a mod-
ern verse drama that addressed contemporary 
concerns while maintaining poetic intensity. 
Through his innovative dramatic techniques 
and intellectual depth, Eliot established him-
self as the leading figure in the modern revival 
of Poetic Drama.

Christopher Fry was another major contrib-
utor to Poetic Drama and became renowned 
for his lyrical language, wit, and imaginative 
dialogue. His most famous play, The Lady’s 
Not for Burning (1948), combines comedy, 
romance, and philosophical reflection with-
in a richly poetic framework. Fry’s plays are 
distinguished by their musical language, vivid 
imagery, and exploration of universal human 
experiences. Works such as A Phoenix Too 
Frequent (1946) and Venus Observed (1950) 
further reveal his ability to blend humour, 
poetry, and emotional insight. While Eliot’s 
drama tends to be serious, intellectual, and re-
ligious in tone, Fry’s plays are often lighter, 
more romantic, and infused with comic vital-
ity. Together, Eliot and Fry demonstrated the 
possibilities of Poetic Drama in the modern 
age and helped sustain the tradition of verse 
theatre in twentieth-century English literature.

1.3.9 Irish Dramatic Movement and Abbey Theatre

Fig. 1.3.6 The Abbey Theatre, Dublin, founded in 1904 and recognised as the national theatre 
of Ireland
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The Irish Dramatic Movement, also known as 
the Irish Literary Theatre Movement, emerged 
during the late nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries as an important cultural and literary 
movement in Ireland. Its primary aim was to 
create a national theatre that reflected Irish 
life, history, folklore, and aspirations rather 
than relying on the traditions and influences 
of British theatre. The movement developed 
alongside the broader Irish Literary Revival 
and sought to strengthen Irish cultural iden-
tity through dramatic representation. A major 
milestone in this movement was the establish-
ment of the Abbey Theatre in Dublin in 1904 
by W. B. Yeats, Lady Augusta Gregory, and 
other literary figures. The Abbey Theatre be-
came Ireland’s national theatre and provided 
a platform for Irish playwrights to present 
works that explored the distinctive experienc-
es, traditions, and social realities of the Irish 
people. Through its productions, the theatre 
played a crucial role in promoting Irish cul-
ture and encouraging the growth of a national 
dramatic tradition.

The movement produced some of the most 
important dramatists in modern theatre, in-
cluding W. B. Yeats, J. M. Synge, and Sean 
O’Casey. Yeats introduced poetic and sym-
bolic drama inspired by Irish mythology, 
folklore, and spiritual traditions, while Synge 
portrayed the lives of rural Irish communities 
with remarkable realism and dramatic power 
in plays such as The Playboy of the Western 
World. Sean O’Casey brought working-class 
Dublin to the stage and examined issues such 
as poverty, nationalism, and political conflict 
in plays like Juno and the Paycock and The 
Plough and the Stars. Together, these play-
wrights helped establish a distinct Irish dra-
matic voice that combined national concerns 
with universal themes. The Irish Dramatic 
Movement and the Abbey Theatre transformed 
Irish theatre, fostered a vibrant community of 
writers and performers, and influenced dra-
matic traditions far beyond Ireland. Their con-
tribution remains one of the most significant 
achievements in the history of modern drama.

Literary Connections

Ibsen → Problem Play → Shaw and Galsworthy

Well-Made Play → Modern Realistic Drama

Irish Literary Revival → Abbey Theatre → Yeats, Synge, O'Casey

Poetic Drama → T. S. Eliot → Christopher Fry

	f The New Drama emerged as a reaction against melodrama and romanticism.
	f Henrik Ibsen is regarded as the Father of Modern Drama.
	f Ibsen introduced realism, psychological depth, and social criticism.
	f The Problem Play examined contemporary social and moral issues.
	f George Bernard Shaw developed the drama of ideas.
	f Shaw classified some of his works as Plays Pleasant and Plays Unpleasant.
	f John Galsworthy used drama to expose social injustice.

Recap
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1.	 Who is known as the Father of Modern Drama?
2.	 Which Norwegian playwright greatly influenced the development of modern  

drama?
3.	 What term is used for a play that examines a social issue through dramatic  

conflict?
4.	 Name one play written by George Bernard Shaw.
5.	 Which playwright is associated with the concept of the “Drama of Ideas”?
6.	 Name one major play written by John Galsworthy.
7.	 Which playwright created the famous character Peter Pan?
8.	 What is the name of the dramatic structure developed by Eugène Scribe?
9.	 Which modern dramatist played a major role in reviving poetic drama in English?
10.	Name one poetic drama written by T. S. Eliot.
11.	Who wrote The Lady’s Not for Burning?
12.	What was the most important theatre associated with the Irish Dramatic  

Movement?
13.	In which city is the Abbey Theatre located?
14.	Name one major dramatist associated with the Irish Dramatic Movement.
15.	Who wrote The Playboy of the Western World?

Objective Questions

	f J. M. Barrie combined imagination, fantasy, and emotional depth.
	f Peter Pan remains Barrie's most celebrated dramatic work.
	f The Well-Made Play emphasised careful structure and dramatic suspense.
	f Eugène Scribe was the principal architect of the Well-Made Play.
	f Poetic Drama combined the expressive qualities of poetry and theatre.
	f T. S. Eliot revived Poetic Drama in the twentieth century.
	f Christopher Fry enriched modern verse drama through lyrical language.
	f The Abbey Theatre became the centre of the Irish Dramatic Movement.

1.	 Henrik Ibsen
2.	 Henrik Ibsen

Answers
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3.	 Problem Play
4.	 Pygmalion (or Arms and the Man)
5.	 George Bernard Shaw
6.	 Justice (or Strife / The Silver Box)
7.	 J. M. Barrie
8.	 The Well-Made Play
9.	 T. S. Eliot
10.	Murder in the Cathedral
11.	Christopher Fry
12.	Abbey Theatre
13.	Dublin
14.	W. B. Yeats (or J. M. Synge / Sean O'Casey)
15.	J. M. Synge

1.	 Examine the major characteristics of the New Drama and its departure from  
earlier theatrical traditions.

2.	 Analyse Henrik Ibsen's contribution to the development of modern drama.
3.	 Discuss George Bernard Shaw as a dramatist of ideas and social criticism.
4.	 Evaluate the contribution of T. S. Eliot and Christopher Fry to the revival of Po-

etic Drama.
5.	 Assess the role of the Abbey Theatre in the growth of modern Irish drama.

Assignments

1.	 Bentley, Eric. The Playwright as Thinker. Harvest Books, 1987.
2.	 Esslin, Martin. An Anatomy of Drama. Hill and Wang, 1977.
3.	 Innes, Christopher. Modern British Drama: The Twentieth Century. Cambridge 

UP, 2002.
4.	 Nicoll, Allardyce. British Drama. Harrap, 1973.
5.	 Styan, J. L. Modern Drama in Theory and Practice. Vol. 1, Cambridge UP, 1981.
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Modern English ProseUnit
1

Upon the completion of this unit, the learner will be able to:

	f explain major developments in modern literary criticism
	f identify important critics and prose writers of the period
	f analyse key critical concepts proposed by modern critics
	f discuss the contribution of essayists to modern prose
	f evaluate the significance of biography and little magazines

The first half of the twentieth century was a period of significant change in literature and 
criticism. Rapid developments in science, technology, politics, and philosophy influenced 
writers and intellectuals throughout Europe and beyond. As traditional beliefs and values 
were questioned, literature began to experiment with new forms, techniques, and ideas. 
These developments also led to the emergence of new approaches to literary criticism and 
prose writing.

Learners studying this unit should have a basic understanding of the Modern Age and its 
historical background. Familiarity with major literary movements such as Modernism and 
an awareness of the social and cultural changes of the period will help learners appreciate 
the critical and prose writings discussed in this unit.

This unit introduces some of the most influential critics and essayists of the twentieth cen-
tury. Their writings not only shaped literary studies but also contributed to debates on cul-
ture, politics, education, and society. Understanding their ideas will provide learners with a 
broader perspective on modern literature and criticism.

Learning Outcomes

Prerequisites

Modernism, Literary Criticism, Practical Criticism, Tradition, Objective Correlative, Ambigu-
ity, Culture, Essay, Biography, Little Magazine

Keywords
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Discussion
The first half of the twentieth century wit-
nessed significant developments in literary 
criticism and prose writing. The emergence 
of Modernism transformed the way litera-
ture was written, read, and interpreted. Crit-
ics and essayists began to examine literature 
not merely as a form of artistic expression but 
also as a reflection of cultural, social, politi-
cal, and psychological realities. Their writings 
contributed to the growth of literary criticism 
as an independent academic discipline.

One of the major features of modern critical 
prose was its emphasis on close reading and 
textual analysis. Critics explored the language, 
structure, themes, and techniques employed 
by writers. At the same time, they questioned 
established literary conventions and encour-
aged new approaches to interpretation. The 
writings of T. S. Eliot, I. A. Richards, William 
Empson, and F. R. Leavis played an import-
ant role in shaping modern critical thought 
and laid the foundation for later critical move-
ments.

Modern critical prose also reflected contem-
porary intellectual developments. The influ-
ence of psychology, sociology, politics, and 
cultural studies widened the scope of literary 
criticism. Critics examined the relationship 
between literature and society, the role of tra-
dition, the importance of language, and the 
representation of gender and class. Writers 
such as Virginia Woolf and George Orwell 
used prose not only to analyse literature but 
also to comment on the social and political  
issues of their time.

Another important feature of the period was 
the growth of the personal essay and cultur-
al criticism. Essayists including G. K. Ches-
terton, Bertrand Russell, Aldous Huxley, and 
E. V. Lucas addressed a wide range of topics, 
from literature and philosophy to everyday life 

and public affairs. Their writings combined in-
tellectual depth with clarity and accessibility, 
making modern prose an important medium 
for both literary discussion and public debate.

The period also witnessed the development 
of new forms of biography and literary jour-
nalism. Writers such as Lytton Strachey in-
troduced a more critical and psychological 
approach to biography, while little magazines 
provided platforms for experimental writing 
and modernist ideas. Together, these develop-
ments contributed to the richness and diversi-
ty of modern English prose.

2.1.1 Literary Criticism in the Early 
Twentieth Century

The early twentieth century witnessed re-
markable developments in literary criticism. 
As literature entered the age of Modernism, 
critics began to question traditional approach-
es to reading and interpretation. The rapid so-
cial, political, and intellectual changes of the 
period encouraged scholars to examine litera-
ture from new perspectives. Literary criticism 
evolved into an independent discipline that 
sought not only to evaluate literary works but 
also to understand their language, structure, 
meaning, and cultural significance.

Modern critics emphasised close analysis 
of literary texts rather than relying solely on 
historical or biographical information. They 
explored the relationship between literature 
and society, the role of tradition, the nature 
of language, and the process of interpretation. 
New approaches such as Practical Criticism, 
New Criticism, cultural criticism, and psycho-
logical criticism emerged during this period. 
These developments greatly influenced the 
study and teaching of literature throughout the 
twentieth century.

The major critics of the period include T. S. 
Eliot, Virginia Woolf, I. A. Richards, William 
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Empson, F. R. Leavis, and Raymond Williams. 
Although their methods differed, all of them 
contributed significantly to the development 
of modern literary thought and helped shape 
contemporary approaches to literary criticism.

2.1.1.1 T. S. Eliot

T. S. Eliot (1888–1965) occupies a central 
place in twentieth century literary criticism. 
Along with his achievements as a poet and 
dramatist, he made important contributions 
to critical thought. His essays helped shape 
modern literary studies by emphasising the 
relationship between tradition, culture, and 
artistic creativity. Eliot believed that literature 
should be studied within the wider framework 
of literary history and that every writer is con-
nected to the achievements of the past.

One of Eliot’s most influential essays is “Tra-
dition and the Individual Talent,” published in 
1919. In this essay, he argues that a poet must 
develop an awareness of the literary tradition 
and understand how earlier works influence 
contemporary writing. According to Eliot, 
originality does not mean rejecting the past 
but engaging creatively with it. He also intro-
duced the concept of the “impersonal theory 
of poetry,” which suggests that poetry is not 
a direct expression of personal emotions but a 
transformation of emotions into art.

Eliot’s critical writings, collected in works 
such as The Sacred Wood (1920), had a pro-
found influence on modern criticism. His ideas 
encouraged close attention to literary texts 
and promoted rigorous standards of evalua-
tion. Through his essays on Shakespeare, the 
Metaphysical poets, and other major writers, 
Eliot helped redefine the study of English lit-
erature and remains one of the most influential 
critics of the modern age.

2.1.1.2 I. A. Richards

I. A. Richards (1893–1979) was one of the 
most influential literary critics of the twen-
tieth century. He played a key role in devel-
oping modern methods of literary analysis 
and helped establish criticism as a systematic 
academic discipline. Richards believed that 
literature should be studied through care-
ful examination of the text itself rather than 
through excessive dependence on historical 
or biographical information. His ideas greatly 
influenced the development of New Criticism 
and modern literary theory.

Richards is best known for his concept of 
“Practical Criticism,” which encouraged 
close reading of literary texts. In his book  
Practical Criticism (1929), he analysed read-
ers’ responses to poems and demonstrated 
how meaning can be misunderstood when 
readers rely on assumptions rather than textu-
al evidence. He emphasised the importance of 
careful interpretation, attention to language, 
and sensitivity to the multiple meanings pres-
ent in literary works.

Another important contribution of Richards 
was his study of language and communica-
tion. In The Meaning of Meaning (1923), writ-
ten with C. K. Ogden, he explored how words 
convey meaning and how misunderstandings 
arise in communication. Through his writings, 
Richards transformed the study of literature 
by promoting analytical reading and critical 
thinking. His work continues to influence lit-
erary criticism, linguistics, and communica-
tion studies.

2.1.1.3 William Empson

William Empson (1906–1984) was an import-
ant English critic, poet, and scholar whose 
work significantly influenced modern literary 
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criticism. He is best known for his detailed 
analysis of language and meaning in poet-
ry. Empson believed that literary texts often 
contain multiple layers of meaning and that 
readers must pay close attention to language 
in order to appreciate their complexity. His 
approach encouraged a more careful and an-
alytical study of literature.

Empson’s most famous work is Seven Types 
of Ambiguity (1930). In this groundbreak-
ing study, he examines the different ways 
in which words and expressions can convey 
more than one meaning at the same time. 
Rather than seeing ambiguity as a weakness, 
Empson regarded it as one of the strengths of 
poetry. He argued that the richness of literary 
language allows writers to express complex 
emotions and ideas that cannot be communi-
cated through simple statements.

Empson’s critical writings contributed greatly 
to the practice of close reading. His analyses 
demonstrated how a single word, image, or 
phrase can generate several interpretations. 
By focusing on the subtle relationships be-
tween language and meaning, he expanded 
the possibilities of literary interpretation and 
influenced later developments in practical 
criticism and literary theory.

2.1.1.4 F. R. Leavis

F. R. Leavis (1895–1978) was one of the most 
influential literary critics of twentieth century 
England. Through his teaching, essays, and 
critical studies, he emphasised the importance 
of serious reading and careful evaluation of 
literary works. Leavis believed that literature 
plays a vital role in preserving cultural and 
moral values. His criticism sought to identify 
works of lasting artistic and intellectual sig-
nificance. Leavis is best known for The Great 
Tradition (1948), in which he discusses major 
English novelists such as Jane Austen, George 
Eliot, Henry James, and Joseph Conrad. He 

argued that these writers belonged to a dis-
tinguished literary tradition because of their 
moral seriousness and profound understand-
ing of human life. For Leavis, great literature 
was not merely entertaining but offered valu-
able insights into human experience and ethi-
cal responsibility.

Another important aspect of Leavis’s criti-
cism was his emphasis on close reading. He 
encouraged students and readers to pay care-
ful attention to language, structure, and style 
in literary texts. Through his writings and 
editorial work in the journal Scrutiny, Leavis 
shaped the study of English literature for sev-
eral decades. His commitment to high literary 
standards and critical discipline continues to 
influence literary studies today.

2.1.1.5 Raymond Williams

Raymond Williams (1921–1988) was one of 
the most influential literary critics and cultural 
theorists of the twentieth century. He expand-
ed the scope of literary criticism by examining 
literature in relation to society, culture, poli-
tics, and everyday life. Williams challenged 
the traditional view that culture belonged only 
to an educated elite and argued that it should 
include the experiences, beliefs, customs, and 
practices of ordinary people. His work played 
a crucial role in the development of Cultur-
al Studies and encouraged scholars to study 
literature within its broader social and histor-
ical context. Through his interdisciplinary ap-
proach, Williams transformed the understand-
ing of culture and its relationship to literature.

One of Williams’s most important works is 
Culture and Society (1958), in which he trac-
es the evolution of the concept of culture in 
Britain from the Industrial Revolution on-
wards. He demonstrates how literature, so-
cial change, and economic developments are 
closely interconnected. Another influential 
work, The Long Revolution (1961), examines 
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the relationship between culture, democra-
cy, education, and communication. Williams 
believed that culture is a living and dynamic 
process rather than a fixed collection of ar-
tistic achievements. His writings encouraged 
readers to recognise the role of literature and 
cultural practices in shaping social values and 
collective consciousness.

Williams also introduced several important 
concepts that continue to influence literary 
and cultural studies. Among them is the idea 
of “structure of feeling,” which refers to the 
shared emotions, attitudes, and values that 
characterise a particular historical period. 
He argued that literature often captures these 
experiences more effectively than historical 
records or political documents. Deeply influ-
enced by Marxist thought, Williams explored 
issues of class, power, and ideology while 
avoiding rigid theoretical interpretations. His 
ability to connect literary analysis with so-
cial and cultural realities made him one of the 
most significant critics of the modern age. His 
work continues to inspire scholars interested 
in the relationship between literature, culture, 
and society.

2.1.2 Essayists and Prose Writers

The twentieth century witnessed the continued 
growth of the English essay as a popular and 
influential literary form. Essayists used prose 
to discuss literature, politics, philosophy, sci-
ence, education, and everyday life. Unlike 
academic criticism, the essay combined per-
sonal reflection with intellectual discussion, 
making complex ideas accessible to a wider 
audience. Through their writings, essayists 
contributed significantly to public debate and 
cultural life. Modern prose writers adopted 
a variety of styles ranging from humour and 
satire to social criticism and philosophical in-
quiry. Their essays reflected the concerns of 
a rapidly changing world marked by indus-

trialisation, scientific progress, political con-
flict, and social transformation. Many writers 
used prose as a means of examining human 
behaviour, questioning accepted beliefs, and 
commenting on contemporary issues.

The major essayists of the period include 
Hilaire Belloc, G. K. Chesterton, Max Beer-
bohm, Bertrand Russell, A. G. Gardiner, Ald-
ous Huxley, George Orwell, and E. V. Lucas. 
Although their interests and methods differed, 
they enriched English prose through their 
originality, clarity, and intellectual depth.

2.1.2.1 Hilaire Belloc

Hilaire Belloc (1870–1953) was a versatile 
writer, historian, essayist, and political com-
mentator. His prose is characterised by clarity, 
wit, and strong personal convictions. Belloc 
wrote on a wide range of subjects including 
literature, history, politics, and religion. His 
essays often combined literary discussion 
with historical and social analysis, reflecting 
his broad intellectual interests. Belloc was 
particularly critical of the social and econom-
ic changes brought about by modern industri-
al society. His writings reveal a concern for 
moral values, individual freedom, and cultural 
traditions. Through his essays and historical 
studies, he established himself as an import-
ant voice in early twentieth century English 
prose.

2.1.2.2 G. K. Chesterton

G. K. Chesterton (1874–1936) was one of the 
most celebrated essayists and critics of the 
early twentieth century. Known for his wit, 
paradoxes, and imaginative style, he wrote 
on literature, religion, philosophy, and social 
issues. His essays are marked by intellectual 
energy and a unique ability to present familiar 
ideas from unexpected perspectives. Through 
humour and sharp reasoning, Chesterton en-
couraged readers to question accepted as-
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sumptions and think critically about the world 
around them. Chesterton’s major works in-
clude Heretics (1905), Orthodoxy (1908), and 
numerous essays on literature and culture. He 
defended traditional values while also criticis-
ing the excesses of modern materialism and 
social conformity. His essays remain admired 
for their originality, clarity, and enduring rele-
vance, making him one of the most influential 
prose writers of his age.

2.1.2.3 Max Beerbohm

Max Beerbohm (1872–1956) was a distin-
guished essayist, caricaturist, and critic whose 
writings are noted for their elegance, humour, 
and satire. He developed a highly personal 
style that combined wit with keen observation, 
making him one of the finest practitioners of 
the familiar essay in English literature. His es-
says often examined literary personalities, so-
cial customs, and cultural trends with a light 
touch and refined irony. Beerbohm’s works, 
including The Works of Max Beerbohm (1896) 
and Seven Men (1919), reveal his ability to 
blend entertainment with thoughtful commen-
tary. Rather than offering direct criticism, he 
frequently used humour and subtle satire to 
expose human weaknesses and social preten-
sions. His graceful prose and distinctive voice 
secured his place as an important figure in 
twentieth century English essay writing.

2.1.2.4 Bertrand Russell

Bertrand Russell (1872–1970) was a philos-
opher, essayist, and public intellectual whose 
writings had a profound influence on twenti-
eth century thought. He combined intellectu-
al rigour with clarity of expression, making 
complex philosophical ideas accessible to 
general readers. Russell wrote extensively on 
philosophy, education, politics, science, and 
social issues, establishing himself as one of 
the most important prose writers of the mod-
ern period. Russell’s essays reflect his com-

mitment to rational inquiry, individual free-
dom, and social justice. Works such as The 
Problems of Philosophy (1912) and Why I Am 
Not a Christian (1927) demonstrate his ability 
to question established beliefs and encourage 
independent thinking. Through his lucid style 
and analytical approach, Russell helped popu-
larise philosophical discussion and contribut-
ed significantly to modern English prose.

2.1.2.5 A. G. Gardiner

A. G. Gardiner (1865–1946) was one of the 
most popular English essayists of the ear-
ly twentieth century. Writing under the pen 
name “Alpha of the Plough,” he produced 
essays that combined wisdom, humour, and 
keen observation of everyday life. His writ-
ings focused on ordinary experiences and 
human behaviour, presenting simple truths 
in an engaging and accessible manner. Gar-
diner’s essays are admired for their graceful 
style, warmth, and moral insight. Collections 
such as Pebbles on the Shore, Leaves in the 
Wind, and Many Furrows illustrate his abil-
ity to transform commonplace incidents into 
thoughtful reflections on life and character. 
His prose continues to be appreciated for its 
humanity, simplicity, and enduring appeal.

2.1.2.6 Aldous Huxley

Aldous Huxley (1894–1963) was a novelist, 
essayist, and intellectual whose prose reflects 
a deep concern with the problems of modern 
civilisation. His writings explore the impact 
of science, technology, politics, and social 
change on human life. Huxley combined lit-
erary skill with philosophical inquiry, making 
his essays both intellectually stimulating and 
highly readable. Huxley’s most famous work, 
Brave New World (1932), presents a powerful 
critique of a technologically controlled soci-
ety. His essays and non-fiction works examine 
themes such as freedom, spirituality, educa-
tion, and human consciousness. Through his 
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critical observations and thoughtful analysis, 
Huxley emerged as one of the leading prose 
writers of the twentieth century, whose ideas 
continue to remain relevant in the contempo-
rary world.

2.1.2.7 George Orwell

George Orwell (1903–1950) was one of the 
most influential essayists, journalists, and so-
cial critics of the twentieth century. His writ-
ings reflect a deep concern for truth, justice, 
and individual freedom in an age marked by 
political conflict and ideological struggles. 
Orwell believed that literature should engage 
with the realities of society and expose forms 
of oppression and injustice. His experiences as 
a journalist, colonial officer, and participant in 
the Spanish Civil War shaped his understand-
ing of politics and human behaviour. These 
experiences provided the foundation for many 
of his essays and literary works, which exam-
ine the relationship between power, language, 
and society. Orwell’s prose is admired for its 
clarity, simplicity, and directness, qualities 
that enabled him to communicate complex 
political and social ideas to a wide audience.

A significant aspect of Orwell’s contribution 
lies in his essays, which combine personal ex-
perience with social and political analysis. Es-
says such as “Shooting an Elephant” and “A 
Hanging” explore the moral contradictions of 
imperialism and reveal the psychological ef-
fects of oppressive systems on both rulers and 
the ruled. In “Politics and the English Lan-
guage,” Orwell argues that vague and dishon-
est language can be used to conceal political 
realities and manipulate public opinion. He 
therefore advocates the use of clear, precise, 
and honest language as a means of preserv-
ing truth and encouraging critical thinking. 
Through these essays, Orwell demonstrates 
how literature and journalism can serve as 
powerful tools for social criticism and public 
awareness.

Orwell’s reputation as a major prose writer 
was further strengthened by his political alle-
gory Animal Farm (1945) and his dystopian 
novel Nineteen Eighty-Four (1949). These 
works examine the dangers of authoritarian 
rule, propaganda, surveillance, and the abuse 
of political power. Orwell warns that govern-
ments can distort truth and restrict freedom 
through the control of language and infor-
mation. His writings continue to remain rele-
vant because they address universal concerns 
about freedom, democracy, and human digni-
ty. Through his unwavering commitment to 
honesty, intellectual independence, and social 
justice, George Orwell established himself as 
one of the most important voices in modern 
English prose and political thought.

2.1.2.8 E. V. Lucas

E. V. Lucas (1868–1938) was a distinguished 
English essayist, journalist, biographer, and 
travel writer whose works contributed signifi-
cantly to the development of modern prose. 
He is best remembered for his graceful essays, 
which combine humour, observation, and a 
deep appreciation of everyday life. Lucas pos-
sessed a remarkable ability to transform or-
dinary experiences into engaging literary re-
flections. His prose is characterised by clarity, 
elegance, and a conversational tone that made 
his writings accessible to a wide readership. 
Through his essays, he demonstrated that 
even the simplest aspects of daily life could 
become subjects of thoughtful and enjoyable 
literature.

A major feature of Lucas’s essays is their hu-
manistic outlook and gentle humour. Rath-
er than focusing on grand political or philo-
sophical debates, he often explored the small 
incidents, habits, and experiences that shape 
human life. His writings reveal an acute 
awareness of human nature and a sympathetic 
understanding of people and their behaviour. 
As a biographer, Lucas also produced import-
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ant studies of literary figures such as Charles 
Lamb, whose influence can be seen in Lucas’s 
own essay style. His travel writings further 
display his keen powers of observation and 
his ability to capture the atmosphere of places 
and cultures with vivid detail.

Lucas occupies an important position in the 
tradition of the familiar essay, a form that 
emphasises personal reflection and informal 
discussion. His essays provided readers with 
both entertainment and insight, encouraging 
them to observe the world around them with 
curiosity and appreciation. Through his liter-
ary versatility and refined prose style, E. V. 
Lucas helped preserve the tradition of the per-
sonal essay during a period increasingly dom-
inated by political and social concerns. His 
works continue to be valued for their warmth, 
wit, and enduring literary charm.

2.1.3 Biography

Biography emerged as an important prose 
form during the early twentieth century. Mod-
ern biographers moved away from the tradi-
tional practice of presenting their subjects as 
flawless heroes and instead sought to portray 
them as complex human beings shaped by 
their personal experiences, social environ-
ments, and historical circumstances. Influ-
enced by developments in psychology and 
modernist thought, biographical writing in-
creasingly emphasised character, motivation, 
and individual personality. Writers attempted 
to reveal the inner lives of their subjects while 
also examining the cultural and social forces 
that influenced them.

The modern period also witnessed great-
er experimentation in biographical writing.  
Biographers employed critical analysis, se-
lective narration, irony, and psychological 
interpretation to create more engaging and 

realistic portraits of historical figures. Rather 
than merely recording events, they sought to 
understand the relationships between person-
ality, society, and history. As a result, biogra-
phy evolved into an important literary form 
that combined historical research with artistic 
interpretation.

2.1.3.1 Lytton Strachey

Lytton Strachey (1880–1932) was one of the 
most influential biographers of the twenti-
eth century and a prominent member of the 
Bloomsbury Group. He revolutionised En-
glish biography by rejecting the traditional 
tendency to glorify historical figures. Instead, 
he presented his subjects as complex individ-
uals with strengths, weaknesses, contradic-
tions, and human limitations. His innovative 
approach brought a new level of psycholog-
ical insight and critical analysis to biograph-
ical writing.

His most famous work, Eminent Victorians 
(1918), examines the lives of Cardinal Man-
ning, Florence Nightingale, Thomas Arnold, 
and General Gordon. Through irony, wit, and 
careful research, Strachey challenged the ide-
alised image of Victorian heroes and exposed 
the complexities of their personalities. His 
biographies combined historical scholarship 
with literary artistry, making them both infor-
mative and engaging.

Strachey’s influence extended far beyond his 
own works. By emphasising psychological 
depth, critical interpretation, and narrative 
skill, he transformed biography into a modern 
literary genre. His methods influenced later 
biographers and helped establish biography 
as a serious form of literary and historical  
writing.
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2.1.4 Periodicals and Literary Culture

Periodicals played a vital role in the literary 
and intellectual life of the early twentieth cen-
tury. They provided platforms for writers, crit-
ics, and artists to publish new ideas, discuss 
contemporary issues, and experiment with 
innovative literary forms. Many important lit-
erary movements gained recognition through 
journals and magazines before reaching a 
wider audience. Periodicals also encouraged 
debates on literature, politics, society, and 
culture, making them important instruments 
of intellectual exchange.

Several influential journals emerged during 
this period. The Criterion, founded by T. S. 
Eliot in 1922, became a major platform for 
modernist literature and criticism. The New 
Statesman published articles on political, so-
cial, and cultural issues, while The Times Lit-
erary Supplement established itself as a lead-
ing source of literary reviews and criticism. 
Together, these publications contributed sig-
nificantly to the development of modern liter-
ary culture.

2.1.4.1 The Little Magazine

The Little Magazine was a small, non-com-
mercial literary periodical dedicated to seri-

ous and experimental writing. Unlike popular 
magazines that focused on commercial suc-
cess, little magazines aimed to promote inno-
vative literature and provide opportunities for 
new writers. They became important centres 
for literary experimentation and played a cru-
cial role in the development of Modernism.

Many modernist writers first gained recog-
nition through little magazines. Publications 
such as Poetry, The Little Review, The Ego-
ist, and Blast introduced readers to the works 
of writers like Ezra Pound, T. S. Eliot, James 
Joyce, and William Carlos Williams. These 
magazines encouraged experimentation in 
style, language, and literary form, helping to 
shape the direction of twentieth-century liter-
ature.

The significance of little magazines lies in 
their support for new ideas and emerging writ-
ers. Although they often had limited circula-
tion and financial resources, their cultural in-
fluence was immense. They provided a space 
for artistic innovation, challenged established 
literary conventions, and helped establish 
many of the major literary movements of the 
modern period.

	f Modern critical prose developed alongside the Modernist movement.
	f Literary criticism became a specialised academic discipline during the period.
	f T. S. Eliot emphasised the importance of tradition in literature.
	f Eliot introduced the concept of the objective correlative.
	f Virginia Woolf contributed significantly to literary and feminist criticism.
	f I. A. Richards developed the method of Practical Criticism.
	f William Empson explored the role of ambiguity in literary language.
	f F. R. Leavis stressed moral seriousness and close reading.
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	f Raymond Williams connected literature with culture and society.
	f Hilaire Belloc wrote essays on literature, history, and politics.
	f G. K. Chesterton was known for wit, paradox, and cultural criticism.
	f Aldous Huxley examined modern civilisation and human values.
	f George Orwell analysed language, politics, and power.
	f Lytton Strachey transformed modern biography through a critical approach.
	f Little magazines encouraged literary experimentation and Modernist writing.

1.	 Who wrote the essay “Tradition and the Individual Talent”?
2.	 Which critic developed the concept of Practical Criticism?
3.	 Who is the author of A Room of One’s Own?
4.	 Which critic is associated with the theory of ambiguity?
5.	 Name the author of The Great Tradition.
6.	 Who is regarded as a pioneer of Cultural Studies?
7.	 Under what pen name did A. G. Gardiner write his essays?
8.	 Which essayist wrote Orthodoxy and Heretics?
9.	 Who wrote Brave New World?
10.	Name the author of Animal Farm.
11.	Which writer transformed modern biography through Eminent Victorians?
12.	What is the title of I. A. Richards’s influential book on literary analysis?
13.	Which magazine culture supported Modernist experimentation?
14.	Who introduced the concept of “structure of feeling”?
15.	Which critic edited and contributed significantly to Scrutiny?

Objective Questions

1.	 T. S. Eliot
2.	 I. A. Richards
3.	 Virginia Woolf
4.	 William Empson
5.	 F. R. Leavis

Answers
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6.	 Raymond Williams
7.	 Alpha of the Plough
8.	 G. K. Chesterton
9.	 Aldous Huxley
10.	George Orwell
11.	Lytton Strachey
12.	Practical Criticism
13.	Little Magazine
14.	Raymond Williams
15.	F. R. Leavis

1.	 Discuss the major features of modern critical prose between 1900 and 1945.
2.	 Examine T. S. Eliot’s contribution to modern literary criticism.
3.	 Analyse Virginia Woolf’s role as a literary critic and feminist thinker.
4.	 Explain I. A. Richards’s concept of Practical Criticism.
5.	 Discuss William Empson’s theory of ambiguity.
6.	 Evaluate F. R. Leavis’s contribution to twentieth century literary criticism.
7.	 Examine Raymond Williams’s contribution to Cultural Studies.
8.	 Discuss the major characteristics of George Orwell’s prose writings.
9.	 Analyse the contribution of Lytton Strachey to modern biography.
10.	Explain the significance of little magazines in the growth of Modernism.

Assignments

1.	 Eliot, T. S. The Sacred Wood: Essays on Poetry and Criticism. Methuen, 1920.
2.	 Leavis, F. R. The Great Tradition. Chatto and Windus, 1948.
3.	 Richards, I. A. Practical Criticism. Routledge, 1929.
4.	 Williams, Raymond. Culture and Society. Chatto and Windus, 1958.
5.	 Woolf, Virginia. The Common Reader. Hogarth Press, 1925.
6.	 Orwell, George. Essays. Penguin Books, 2000.
7.	 Chesterton, G. K. Orthodoxy. John Lane, 1908.
8.	 Strachey, Lytton. Eminent Victorians. Chatto and Windus, 1918.
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Modern English NovelsUnit
2

Upon the completion of this unit, the learner will be able to:

	f explain the major developments in the English novel between 1900 and 1945
	f identify the characteristics of Edwardian, psychological, and stream of conscious-
ness fiction

	f discuss the contributions of major novelists of the period
	f analyse important themes and narrative techniques in modern fiction
	f evaluate the significance of detective fiction and political fiction in modern  
literature

Before studying this unit, learners should have a basic understanding of the development of 
the English novel from its origins to the Victorian period. Familiarity with major Victorian 
novelists and the characteristics of nineteenth century fiction will provide a useful foun-
dation for understanding the changes that took place in the modern novel. Knowledge of 
literary elements such as plot, characterisation, setting, and narration will also help learners 
engage more effectively with the texts discussed in this unit.

Learners should be aware of the major social, political, and cultural developments of the 
early twentieth century. Events such as industrialisation, urbanisation, imperial expansion, 
and the First World War had a profound impact on society and literature. An understanding 
of these historical developments will enable learners to appreciate the concerns and themes 
explored by modern novelists.

A basic familiarity with the concept of Modernism will be beneficial for studying this unit. 
Modernist writers experimented with new forms of expression and sought innovative ways 
of representing human experience. Awareness of ideas such as psychological exploration, 
individual consciousness, and narrative experimentation will help learners understand the 
contributions of writers such as James Joyce, Virginia Woolf, D. H. Lawrence, and other 
novelists of the period.

Learning Outcomes

Prerequisites
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Modern Novel, Edwardian Fiction, Psychological Novel, Stream of Consciousness, Political 
Fiction, Detective Fiction

Keywords

Discussion
2.2.1 The Modern Novel: An  
Introduction

The first half of the twentieth century wit-
nessed significant developments in the English 
novel. The social, political, and intellectual 
changes brought about by industrialisation, 
scientific discoveries, the First World War, 
and the growing uncertainties of modern life 
transformed both the themes and techniques 
of fiction. Novelists moved away from the 
largely realistic and moral concerns of the 
Victorian age and began to experiment with 
new forms of narrative expression. As a result, 
the modern novel emerged as a dynamic liter-
ary form capable of exploring the complexi-
ties of contemporary life.

A major characteristic of the modern novel is 
its emphasis on the inner life of individuals. 
Writers became increasingly interested in hu-
man psychology, personal identity, memory, 
and consciousness. Instead of concentrating 
mainly on external events, novelists explored 
the thoughts, emotions, and perceptions of 
their characters. This shift led to the develop-
ment of psychological fiction and innovative 
narrative techniques such as stream of con-
sciousness. Authors sought to represent the 
fragmented and often uncertain nature of hu-
man experience in a rapidly changing world.

The modern novel also addressed important 
social and political issues. Writers examined 
class divisions, imperialism, industrialisa-
tion, gender relations, war, and the conflict 
between the individual and society. Novelists 
such as Joseph Conrad, E. M. Forster, George 
Orwell, and D. H. Lawrence combined artis-

tic innovation with social criticism, producing 
works that reflected the concerns of their age. 
Through experimentation in form and a deep-
er exploration of human consciousness, the 
modern novel became one of the most influ-
ential literary forms of the twentieth century.

2.2.2 Edwardian Novelists

The Edwardian period, which roughly extend-
ed from 1901 to 1910, served as a bridge be-
tween the Victorian age and the Modernist era. 
Novelists of this period reflected the social, 
political, and cultural changes taking place 
in British society. The growth of the middle 
class, changing attitudes towards gender and 
family life, and increasing concerns about so-
cial inequality became important subjects of 
fiction. Edwardian novelists moved beyond 
the moral certainties of Victorian literature 
and presented a more realistic and critical 
view of society.

A notable feature of Edwardian fiction is its 
concern with social relationships and class 
divisions. Writers examined the lives of in-
dividuals belonging to different social groups 
and explored the tensions created by wealth, 
privilege, and social expectations. At the 
same time, novelists paid greater attention to 
the psychological development of characters, 
portraying their emotions, motivations, and 
personal conflicts with increasing depth and 
realism.

The Edwardian novel also reflects the uncer-
tainties of a society undergoing rapid change. 
Questions relating to imperialism, industrial 
progress, political reform, and personal free-
dom frequently appear in these works. Writers 
such as John Galsworthy, Rudyard Kipling, 
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and H. G. Wells addressed these issues from 
different perspectives, contributing signifi-
cantly to the development of the modern En-
glish novel and preparing the way for later 
literary experimentation.

2.2.2.1 John Galsworthy

John Galsworthy (1867–1933) was one of the 
most important novelists of the Edwardian 
period. His novels provide a detailed picture 
of English society during a time of social and 
economic change. Galsworthy was deeply 
concerned with issues such as class divisions, 
wealth, property, justice, and the conflicts be-
tween individual desires and social expecta-
tions. His realistic style and keen observation 
of contemporary life enabled him to portray 
the strengths and weaknesses of British soci-
ety with remarkable clarity. Through his fic-
tion, he examined the moral and social prob-
lems that accompanied material prosperity 
and social privilege.

Galsworthy is best known for The Forsyte 
Saga, a series of novels that traces the for-
tunes of the Forsyte family over several gen-
erations. The series explores themes such as 
property, marriage, social status, and personal 
freedom. One of its central characters, So-
ames Forsyte, represents the possessive and 
materialistic values of the upper middle class. 
Through the conflicts within the family, Gals-
worthy illustrates the tensions between tradi-
tional values and the changing attitudes of the 
modern world. His novels reveal how social 
conventions can restrict individual happiness 
and emotional fulfilment.

The significance of Galsworthy lies in his 
ability to combine social criticism with com-
pelling storytelling. His works offer valuable 
insights into the changing structure of English 
society during the early twentieth century. By 
portraying realistic characters and contempo-
rary social issues, he helped bridge the gap 

between Victorian realism and the emerging 
concerns of modern fiction. His contribution 
to the English novel earned him widespread 
recognition, including the Nobel Prize in Lit-
erature in 1932.

2.2.2.2 Rudyard Kipling

Rudyard Kipling (1865–1936) was one of the 
most widely read English writers of the late 
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Al-
though he is best known for his short stories 
and poems, his novels also made a significant 
contribution to English literature. Much of 
his writing is influenced by his experiences 
in British India, and it reflects the cultural en-
counters, political realities, and complexities 
of imperial life. Kipling’s works often explore 
themes of identity, loyalty, duty, adventure, 
and the relationship between different cul-
tures.One of Kipling’s most celebrated novels 
is Kim (1901), which follows the adventures 
of an orphaned boy who becomes involved in 
the political and cultural life of colonial In-
dia. The novel presents a vivid picture of In-
dian society and examines questions of iden-
tity and belonging. Works such as The Jungle 
Book and The Man Who Would Be King also 
reveal Kipling’s talent for storytelling and his 
fascination with the challenges of power, am-
bition, and human relationships. Through his 
imaginative narratives and memorable char-
acters, Kipling remains an important figure in 
the development of the modern English novel.

2.2.2.3 H. G. Wells

H. G. Wells (1866–1946) was one of the most 
influential novelists of the early twentieth cen-
tury and is widely regarded as a pioneer of sci-
ence fiction. His novels combine imaginative 
storytelling with social and political commen-
tary, allowing him to explore the possibilities 
and dangers of scientific and technological 
progress. Wells was deeply interested in the 
future of humanity and used fiction as a means 
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of examining contemporary social issues. His 
works reflect concerns about class divisions, 
imperialism, war, and the impact of scientif-
ic discoveries on human life. Among Wells’s 
most famous novels are The Time Machine 
(1895), The War of the Worlds (1898), The 
Invisible Man (1897), and The Island of Doc-
tor Moreau (1896). These works use extraor-
dinary situations and scientific speculation to 
investigate important moral and social ques-
tions. In The Time Machine, Wells explores 
class conflict and human evolution, while 
The War of the Worlds presents a powerful 
critique of imperialism through the depiction 
of a Martian invasion. His novels encourage 
readers to reflect on the consequences of un-
checked ambition, scientific experimentation, 
and social inequality.

Wells’s contribution to the English novel ex-
tends beyond the science fiction genre. He 
demonstrated that fiction could be both en-
tertaining and intellectually stimulating. By 
combining imaginative vision with social 
criticism, he expanded the possibilities of the 
modern novel and influenced generations of 
writers. His works remain important not only 
for their literary value but also for their con-
tinuing relevance in discussions of science, 
technology, and society.

2.2.3 Psychological Novel

The psychological novel emerged as an im-
portant form of fiction during the late nine-
teenth and early twentieth centuries. Unlike 
traditional novels that focused primarily on 
external events and actions, psychological 
novels explore the inner lives of characters. 
Writers became increasingly interested in un-
derstanding human thoughts, emotions, de-
sires, fears, and motivations. Influenced by 
developments in psychology, particularly the 
work of Sigmund Freud, novelists sought to 
examine the hidden dimensions of the human 

mind and the factors that shape individual 
behaviour. A major characteristic of the psy-
chological novel is its emphasis on character 
rather than plot. The narrative often centres on 
the mental and emotional experiences of the 
protagonist, revealing inner conflicts, person-
al dilemmas, and processes of self-discovery. 
Authors employ techniques such as interior 
monologue, detailed introspection, and sub-
jective narration to provide readers with direct 
access to a character’s consciousness. These 
methods allow for a deeper exploration of per-
sonality and human relationships.

Psychological novels frequently address 
themes such as identity, sexuality, alienation, 
memory, and the conflict between individual 
desires and social expectations. Writers use 
the genre to investigate the complexities of 
human nature and the psychological conse-
quences of social pressures. Through their fo-
cus on the inner world of characters, psycho-
logical novels expanded the scope of fiction 
and contributed significantly to the develop-
ment of the modern novel.

2.2.3.1 D. H. Lawrence

Fig. 2.2.1 D. H. Lawrence
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D. H. Lawrence (1885–1930) was one of the 
most important practitioners of the psycho-
logical novel in English literature. His fiction 
explores the complexities of human emotions, 
relationships, sexuality, and individual identi-
ty. Lawrence believed that modern industrial 
society had weakened the natural instincts and 
emotional vitality of human beings. As a re-
sult, many of his novels examine the struggle 
of individuals to achieve emotional fulfilment 
and personal freedom in a restrictive social 
environment. His psychological insight and 
intense exploration of human relationships 
distinguish him from many of his contempo-
raries.

A notable feature of Lawrence’s novels is 
their exploration of the subconscious mind 
and the hidden forces that influence human 
behaviour. He portrays characters who are 
often divided between reason and instinct, 
social obligations and personal desires. Nov-
els such as Sons and Lovers (1913), Women 
in Love (1920), and Lady Chatterley’s Lover 
(1928) investigate the emotional and psycho-
logical conflicts experienced by individuals 
in their search for meaningful relationships. 
Lawrence’s treatment of sexuality was partic-
ularly controversial for his time, yet it formed 
an essential part of his attempt to understand 
the whole human personality.

Lawrence’s contribution to the psychological 
novel lies in his ability to combine emotional 
intensity with profound psychological analy-
sis. His characters are presented not merely as 
social beings but as complex individuals driv-
en by deep emotional and instinctive forces. 
Through his exploration of love, desire, alien-
ation, and self-discovery, Lawrence expand-
ed the possibilities of the modern novel and 
influenced later writers interested in the psy-
chological dimensions of human experience.

2.2.4 Stream of Consciousness

The stream of consciousness technique 
emerged as one of the most significant inno-
vations in the modern novel during the ear-
ly twentieth century. Influenced by develop-
ments in psychology, particularly the work of 
psychologists such as William James and Sig-
mund Freud, writers became increasingly in-
terested in representing the continuous flow of 
thoughts, feelings, memories, and impressions 
within the human mind. Rather than present-
ing events in a strictly chronological manner, 
stream of consciousness fiction attempts to 
capture the inner workings of consciousness 
as they occur. This narrative technique often 
abandons conventional plot structures and 
logical sequences. The focus shifts from exter-
nal action to the mental experiences of charac-
ters. Thoughts may move freely between the 
present, the past, and imagined possibilities, 
reflecting the natural movement of the mind. 
Through this method, novelists sought to re-
veal the complexity of human consciousness 
and provide a more realistic representation of 
psychological experience. The technique en-
abled writers to explore aspects of personality 
that could not easily be expressed through tra-
ditional narration.

Stream of consciousness became a defining 
feature of literary Modernism. It allowed nov-
elists to investigate themes such as memory, 
identity, perception, and the subjective nature 
of reality. Writers such as Dorothy Richard-
son, James Joyce, and Virginia Woolf used 
this technique in distinctive ways, transform-
ing the structure and style of the modern nov-
el. Their experiments expanded the possibil-
ities of fiction and influenced generations of 
writers throughout the twentieth century.

2.2.4.1 Dorothy Richardson

Dorothy Richardson (1873–1957) is regard-
ed as one of the pioneers of the stream of  
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consciousness technique in English fiction. 
Her monumental series of novels collectively 
titled Pilgrimage is considered one of the ear-
liest sustained attempts to represent the inner 
life of a character through continuous mental 
impressions and reflections. The series fol-
lows the experiences of Miriam Henderson, 
a young woman seeking independence and 
self-understanding in modern society.

Richardson departed from conventional nar-
rative methods by focusing on the flow of 
consciousness rather than on external events. 
Her novels present thoughts, memories, sen-
sations, and perceptions as they arise in the 
mind, creating an intimate portrayal of subjec-
tive experience. Through her innovative narra-
tive style, Richardson helped establish stream 
of consciousness as an important technique in 
modern fiction and influenced later novelists 
such as James Joyce and Virginia Woolf.

2.2.4.2 Virginia Woolf and James Joyce

Fig. 2.2.2 Virginia Woolf and Modernist 
Fiction

Virginia Woolf (1882–1941) was one of the 
most important Modernist novelists and a 
leading practitioner of the stream of conscious-
ness technique. She was deeply interested in 
exploring the inner lives of her characters and 

believed that traditional forms of storytelling 
often failed to capture the complexity of hu-
man consciousness. Woolf sought to portray 
the fleeting thoughts, memories, emotions, 
and perceptions that shape everyday experi-
ence. Her innovative narrative methods helped 
redefine the modern novel and established 
her as one of the most influential writers of 
the twentieth century. In novels such as Mrs 
Dalloway (1925), To the Lighthouse (1927), 
and The Waves (1931), Woolf focuses on the 
subjective experiences of her characters rather 
than on dramatic external events. She presents 
consciousness as a continuous flow in which 
past memories, present impressions, and fu-
ture expectations merge naturally. Through 
interior monologue and shifting perspectives, 
she reveals the psychological depth of her 
characters and explores themes such as time, 
identity, loneliness, memory, and the search 
for meaning. Her novels often emphasise the 
importance of ordinary moments and the hid-
den emotional realities of daily life.

Virginia Woolf made a lasting contribution 
to the development of modern fiction by ex-
panding the possibilities of narrative form 
and psychological representation. Her works 
demonstrate how literature can capture the 
subtle movements of the human mind and the 
complexity of individual experience. Through 
her artistic innovations and profound under-
standing of consciousness, Woolf became one 
of the central figures of Modernism and a ma-
jor influence on later generations of writers.

James Joyce (1882–1941) is widely regard-
ed as one of the greatest pioneers of literary 
Modernism. Rejecting the traditional methods 
of storytelling, he revolutionised the novel by 
focusing on the inner workings of the human 
mind rather than external events. Joyce be-
lieved that literature should capture the com-
plexity of human consciousness, and he devel-
oped innovative techniques such as the stream 
of consciousness and interior monologue to 
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represent the continuous flow of thoughts, 
memories, emotions, and perceptions. His 
works often explore themes of identity, alien-
ation, religion, art, and the search for personal 
freedom. Drawing upon his native Dublin as 
the setting for much of his fiction, Joyce trans-
formed ordinary experiences into profound 
explorations of modern life. His experimental 
narrative style, psychological realism, sym-
bolism, and linguistic innovation established 
him as one of the leading figures of twentieth 
century literature.

Fig. 2.2.3 James Joyce

Joyce's major works include Dubliners (1914), 
a collection of short stories portraying the lives 
of ordinary Dubliners; A Portrait of the Artist 
as a Young Man (1916), a semi autobiograph-
ical novel tracing Stephen Dedalus's intellec-
tual and artistic development; Ulysses (1922), 
his masterpiece, which recounts a single day 
in Dublin through highly experimental narra-
tive techniques; and Finnegans Wake (1939), 
an extraordinarily complex novel written in 
a multilingual and symbolic style. Among 
these, A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man 

and Ulysses are regarded as landmark works 
of Modernism because of their use of stream 
of consciousness, interior monologue, mythic 
parallels, and psychological depth. Through 
these innovations, James Joyce transformed 
the modern novel into a sophisticated medium 
for exploring the complexities of human con-
sciousness and remains one of the most influ-
ential writers in world literature.

2.2.5 Joseph Conrad

Fig. 2.2.3 Joseph Conrad

Joseph Conrad (1857–1924) occupies an im-
portant position in the transition from nine-
teenth century realism to the modern novel. 
Although he began writing before the full 
emergence of Modernism, many of his narra-
tive techniques and thematic concerns antic-
ipated later developments in modern fiction. 
Conrad explored the uncertainties of human 
nature, the limitations of knowledge, and 
the moral complexities of the modern world. 
His novels often depict individuals confront-
ing difficult ethical choices in unfamiliar and 
challenging environments.
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A distinctive feature of Conrad’s fiction is his 
use of complex narrative structures and psy-
chological depth. Instead of presenting events 
through a straightforward narrative, he fre-
quently employs multiple narrators and shift-
ing perspectives. This technique encourages 
readers to question the reliability of percep-
tion and the possibility of arriving at a sin-
gle truth. His major works include Heart of  
Darkness (1899), Lord Jim (1900), and  
Nostromo (1904). These novels examine 
themes such as imperialism, isolation, guilt, 
courage, and the hidden darkness within hu-
man beings. Through his exploration of the 
human mind, Conrad contributed significantly 
to the development of psychological fiction.

Conrad’s influence on modern literature is 
considerable. His experiments with narrative 
form, his concern with subjective experience, 
and his exploration of moral ambiguity paved 
the way for many Modernist writers. By com-
bining adventure narratives with profound 
psychological and philosophical questions, 
he expanded the scope of the English novel 
and helped shape the direction of twentieth  
century fiction.

2.2.6 E. M. Forster

Fig. 2.2.4 E. M. Forster

E. M. Forster (1879–1970) was one of the 
most significant English novelists of the early 

twentieth century. His novels explore human 
relationships, social divisions, and the diffi-
culties individuals face in establishing genu-
ine connections with others. Writing during a 
period of rapid social change, Forster exam-
ined the tensions between personal values and 
social conventions. His fiction combines real-
istic observation with a deep concern for hu-
man understanding and emotional fulfilment. 
Forster's major novels include A Room with 
a View (1908), Howards End (1910), and A 
Passage to India (1924). These works address 
issues such as class conflict, cultural differ-
ences, colonialism, and the search for person-
al freedom. A recurring theme in his fiction 
is the importance of human connection, ex-
pressed in his famous advice, “Only connect.” 
His characters often struggle to overcome so-
cial barriers and prejudices in order to achieve 
meaningful relationships. Through subtle 
characterisation and psychological insight, 
Forster presents the complexities of both indi-
vidual and social life.

The contribution of Forster to modern fiction 
lies in his balanced combination of realism, 
psychological depth, and humanistic values. 
While many Modernist writers concentrated 
on experimental techniques, Forster remained 
committed to clear narrative structures and ac-
cessible prose. Nevertheless, his exploration 
of inner experience and social relationships 
places him among the important novelists who 
shaped the development of twentieth century 
English literature.
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2.2.7 George Orwell

Fig. 2.2.5 George Orwell

George Orwell (1903–1950) was one of the 
most influential novelists and political writ-
ers of the twentieth century. Although much 
of his major work appeared towards the end 
of the period under study, his fiction reflects 
many of the social and political concerns that 
shaped modern literature. Orwell was deeply 
concerned with issues such as poverty, social 
inequality, political oppression, and the mis-
use of power. His experiences as a journalist, 
colonial officer, and participant in the Spanish 
Civil War significantly influenced his literary 
outlook and shaped his criticism of authoritar-
ian political systems.

Fig. 2.2.6 Animal Farm and Political Fiction

Orwell’s novels combine realistic storytelling 
with powerful political and social commen-
tary. His famous allegorical novel Animal 
Farm (1945) uses the story of a group of farm 
animals who overthrow their human owner to 
represent the events and consequences of the 
Russian Revolution. Through satire, Orwell 
demonstrates how revolutionary ideals can be 
corrupted by those who seek power. The novel 
highlights themes such as political manipula-
tion, propaganda, corruption, and the betray-
al of equality. Its simple style and symbolic 
characters have made it one of the most wide-
ly read political novels in English.

Fig. 2.2.7 Nineteen Eighty-Four

Another major work, Nineteen Eighty-Four 
(1949), presents a dystopian vision of a fu-
ture society controlled by a totalitarian gov-
ernment. The novel portrays a world in which 
individual freedom is suppressed, history is 
constantly rewritten, and citizens are subject-
ed to continuous surveillance. Through con-
cepts such as Big Brother, Thought Police, 
and Newspeak, Orwell warns against the dan-
gers of unchecked political power and the ma-
nipulation of truth. The enduring relevance of 
Animal Farm and Nineteen Eighty-Four has 
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established Orwell as a major figure in mod-
ern literature, whose works continue to influ-
ence discussions on freedom, democracy, and 
human rights.

The significance of Orwell lies in his ability to 
unite literary art with political awareness. His 
novels continue to be widely read because of 
their enduring relevance to questions of free-
dom, justice, and individual responsibility. By 
addressing the relationship between power 
and truth, Orwell made a lasting contribution 
to modern fiction and established himself as 
one of the most important voices in twentieth 
century English literature.

2.2.8 Somerset Maugham

W. Somerset Maugham (1874–1965) was one 
of the most popular and widely read English 
novelists of the twentieth century. Although 
he did not fully embrace the experimental 
techniques of Modernist writers, his fiction 
reflects many of the social and psychological 
concerns of the modern age. Maugham was 
known for his clear prose style, realistic char-
acterisation, and keen observation of human 
behaviour. His novels often explore themes 
such as ambition, love, freedom, disillusion-
ment, and the search for meaning in life.

Among Maugham's most important novels 
are Of Human Bondage (1915), The Moon 
and Sixpence (1919), and The Razor's Edge 
(1944). Of Human Bondage is regarded as 
his masterpiece and traces the personal and 
emotional development of Philip Carey, a 
young man struggling to find purpose and 
happiness. Many of Maugham's works focus 
on individuals who reject conventional social 

expectations in pursuit of personal fulfilment. 
His deep understanding of human weaknesses 
and desires enabled him to create realistic and 
memorable characters. Through his accessi-
ble style and psychological insight, Maugham 
made a significant contribution to the devel-
opment of the modern English novel.

2.2.9 Detective Novel

The detective novel emerged as one of the 
most popular forms of fiction during the late 
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. The 
genre centres on the investigation of a crime, 
usually a murder, and follows a detective who 
gathers clues, examines evidence, and iden-
tifies the criminal through logical reasoning. 
Detective fiction appealed to readers because 
it combined suspense, mystery, and intellectu-
al challenge. During the early twentieth centu-
ry, the genre developed rapidly and became an 
important part of popular literature.

The period between the two World Wars is 
often referred to as the Golden Age of Detec-
tive Fiction. Writers such as Agatha Christie 
and Dorothy L. Sayers produced novels that 
established many of the conventions of the 
genre. Agatha Christie created famous fic-
tional detectives such as Hercule Poirot and 
Miss Marple, whose investigations rely on 
observation, logic, and psychological under-
standing. Detective novels of this period often 
presented crime as a puzzle to be solved and 
concluded with the restoration of social order. 
The popularity of detective fiction contributed 
significantly to the growth of modern popular 
literature and influenced later developments 
in crime and mystery writing.
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	f The modern novel reflected the social and intellectual changes of the early twen-
tieth century.

	f Edwardian novelists examined social institutions and changing values.
	f John Galsworthy portrayed class divisions and social inequality in modern  
society.

	f Rudyard Kipling wrote extensively about imperial and colonial experiences.
	f H. G. Wells became a pioneer of modern science fiction.
	f The psychological novel focused on the inner life of characters.
	f D. H. Lawrence explored human relationships, sexuality, and self-discovery.
	f Stream of consciousness became an important narrative technique in Modernist 
fiction.

	f Dorothy Richardson pioneered the stream of consciousness technique in English 
fiction.

	f James Joyce transformed the modern novel through narrative experimentation.
	f Virginia Woolf explored consciousness, memory, and subjective experience.
	f Joseph Conrad examined moral ambiguity and psychological complexity.
	f E. M. Forster emphasised human relationships and cultural understanding.
	f George Orwell criticised political oppression and totalitarianism through fiction.
	f Detective fiction became one of the most popular literary genres of the period.

Recap

1.	 Who wrote The Forsyte Saga?
2.	 Which novelist is associated with Kim?
3.	 Who is regarded as a pioneer of modern science fiction?
4.	 Which type of novel focuses on the inner life of characters?
5.	 Who wrote Sons and Lovers?
6.	 What narrative technique attempts to represent the continuous flow of thoughts?
7.	 Who wrote the novel sequence Pilgrimage?
8.	 Which novelist wrote Ulysses?
9.	 Who is the author of Mrs Dalloway?
10.	Which novelist wrote Heart of Darkness?
11.	Who wrote A Passage to India?

Objective Questions
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12.	Which novel uses farm animals to satirise political systems?
13.	In which novel does the character Big Brother appear?
14.	Who wrote Of Human Bondage?
15.	Which genre flourished during the Golden Age of Detective Fiction?

1.	 John Galsworthy
2.	 Rudyard Kipling
3.	 H. G. Wells
4.	 Psychological Novel
5.	 D. H. Lawrence
6.	 Stream of Consciousness
7.	 Dorothy Richardson
8.	 James Joyce
9.	 Virginia Woolf
10.	Joseph Conrad
11.	E. M. Forster
12.	Animal Farm
13.	Nineteen Eighty-Four
14.	Somerset Maugham
15.	Detective Fiction

Answers

1.	 Discuss the major characteristics of the modern novel between 1900 and 1945.
2.	 Examine the contribution of Edwardian novelists to the development of the En-

glish novel.
3.	 Analyse the significance of the psychological novel with reference to the works 

of D. H. Lawrence.
4.	 Explain the stream of consciousness technique and discuss its use in the novels of 

James Joyce and Virginia Woolf.
5.	 Evaluate the contribution of George Orwell to twentieth century fiction with spe-

cial reference to Animal Farm and Nineteen Eighty-Four.
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6.	 Orwell, George. Nineteen Eighty-Four. Penguin Books, 2008.
7.	 Woolf, Virginia. Mrs Dalloway. Oxford UP, 2008.
8.	 Daiches, David. A Critical History of English Literature. Vol. 2, Supernova Pub-

lishers, 2010.
9.	 Sanders, Andrew. The Short Oxford History of English Literature. 3rd ed., Oxford 

UP, 2004.
10.	Carter, Ronald, and John McRae. The Routledge History of Literature in English. 

Routledge, 2016.

Suggested Reading

SG
O

U



BL
O

C
K

 - 
03

Poetry

SG
O

U



73SGOU - SLM - BA English (Honours) - English Literature from 1900 to 1945

Poetry 
(Detailed study)

Unit
1

Upon the completion of this unit, the learner will be able to:

	f understand the major themes and characteristics of Modern English Poetry
	f analyse war, history, memory, and spirituality in modern poems
	f interpret imagery, symbolism, and modernist techniques in poetry
	f examine the poetic contributions of Owen, Yeats, Eliot, Auden, and Thomas
	f evaluate the influence of Modernism on twentieth century poetry and culture

Poetry provides a unique medium through which writers express their responses to personal 
experiences, social realities, and historical events. The study of poetry requires familiarity 
with poetic language, imagery, symbolism, metaphor, and other literary devices that con-
tribute to meaning and artistic effect. An understanding of these elements helps readers 
appreciate both the content and craftsmanship of a poem.

The early twentieth century was a period marked by war, political upheaval, cultural uncer-
tainty, and rapid social change. The First World War challenged traditional ideas of heroism 
and patriotism, while the collapse of established values created a sense of anxiety and dis-
illusionment. At the same time, poets explored themes such as history, spirituality, artistic 
permanence, memory, and individual identity. These concerns became central to the devel-
opment of Modern English Poetry.

The poems prescribed in this unit reflect different aspects of the modern experience. Wilfred 
Owen exposes the horrors of war, W. B. Yeats examines historical change and spiritual aspi-
ration, T. S. Eliot portrays cultural fragmentation and moral decay, W. H. Auden reflects on 
poetry and society, and Dylan Thomas celebrates memory, nature, and childhood. A basic 
understanding of Modernism, twentieth century history, and poetic techniques will help 
learners appreciate the themes and artistic innovations found in these works.

Learning Outcomes

Prerequisites

Modernism, War Poetry, Symbolism, Cultural Crisis, Memory, Spirituality

Keywords
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Discussion
3.1.1 Wilfred Owen and “Dulce et 
Decorum Est”

Wilfred Owen was one of the most celebrated 
British war poets, despite having a very brief 
poetic career. He served as a soldier during the 
First World War and was wounded in 1917. 
While recovering in hospital, he met the poet 
Siegfried Sassoon, who became his mentor 
and encouraged him to develop his poetic tal-
ent. Sassoon also introduced Owen to contem-
porary literary circles and influential writers 
of the period. This marked the beginning of 
the most productive phase of Owen’s literary 
career. During this period, he composed some 
of his finest poems, including “Anthem for 
Doomed Youth” and “Dulce et Decorum Est.”

Owen’s poetry is closely associated with the 
experiences of war and its devastating effects 
on soldiers. His poems focus on themes such 
as suffering, pity, tragic death, physical and 
psychological trauma, and the horrors of war-
fare. He famously declared, “My subject is 
War, and the pity of War.” Unlike the patriotic 

war poetry that glorified military service and 
sacrifice, Owen’s poems expose the grim real-
ities of the battlefield. His vivid descriptions 
of wounded bodies, devastated landscapes, 
and traumatised soldiers create a powerful 
and realistic picture of modern warfare. An-
other notable feature of his poetry is the use 
of classical references and mythological allu-
sions, which enrich the thematic depth of his 
work.

“Dulce et Decorum Est,” published posthu-
mously in 1920, is Owen’s most famous an-
ti-war poem. The title is taken from the Latin 
phrase Dulce et decorum est pro patria mori, 
meaning “It is sweet and fitting to die for one’s 
country.” Owen challenges this traditional be-
lief by presenting the horrifying reality of a 
poison gas attack. The poem depicts exhaust-
ed soldiers marching through the battlefield, 
the sudden terror of a gas attack, the agonis-
ing death of a soldier, and the lasting psycho-
logical impact of the incident on the speaker. 
Although it is a war poem, it is equally an an-
ti-war poem, exposing the false glorification 
of military sacrifice and condemning the idea 
that death in war is noble or glorious.

3.1.1.1 Summary

Fig. 3.1.1 The Gas Attack in “Dulce et Decorum Est”

Section 1
 “Dulce et Decorum Est” - Wilfred Owen 
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The Exhausted Soldiers

Bent double, like old beggars under sacks,

Knock-kneed, coughing like hags, we cursed through sludge,

Till on the haunting flares we turned our backs,

And towards our distant rest began to trudge.

Men marched asleep. Many had lost their boots,

But limped on, blood-shod. All went lame; all blind;

Drunk with fatigue; deaf even to the hoots

Of gas-shells dropping softly behind.

The poem opens with a grim picture of exhausted soldiers returning from the battlefield. Far 
from appearing as heroic warriors, they resemble old beggars and hags, broken by physical ex-
haustion and suffering. They trudge through mud with bloodied feet, barely conscious of their 
surroundings. Owen presents the soldiers as victims of war whose bodies and spirits have been 
shattered by continuous fighting. The imagery immediately establishes the poem's anti-war 
tone and challenges romantic notions of military glory.

The Gas Attack

Gas! GAS! Quick, boys!—An ecstasy of fumbling

Fitting the clumsy helmets just in time,

But someone still was yelling out and stumbling

And flound’ring like a man in fire or lime.—

Dim through the misty panes and thick green light,

As under a green sea, I saw him drowning.

The slow movement of the poem is suddenly interrupted by a poison gas attack. The soldiers 
hurriedly struggle to put on their gas masks, creating an atmosphere of panic and confusion. 
While most succeed, one soldier fails to secure his mask in time. Owen vividly describes the 
man’s desperate struggle for survival as he stumbles and chokes in the poisonous gas. Through 
the misty glass of his own mask, the speaker watches the soldier’s agony and compares him 
to a drowning man beneath a green sea. This scene forms the dramatic centre of the poem and 
exposes the horrors of chemical warfare.

The Haunting Memory

In all my dreams before my helpless sight,

He plunges at me, guttering, choking, drowning."
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The experience does not end with the gas attack. The image of the dying soldier continues to 
haunt the poet long after the incident has passed. In his dreams, he repeatedly sees the soldier 
stumbling towards him and struggling for breath. The memory becomes a source of emotional 
suffering and guilt. Through these lines, Owen highlights the psychological trauma endured by 
soldiers and suggests that war leaves permanent scars on the human mind.

The Poet’s Direct Appeal

If in some smothering dreams, you too could pace

Behind the wagon that we flung him in,

And watch the white eyes writhing in his face,

His hanging face, like a devil's sick of sin;

If you could hear, at every jolt, the blood

Come gargling from the froth-corrupted lungs,

Obscene as cancer, bitter as the cud

Of vile, incurable sores on innocent tongues,—

My friend, you would not tell with such high zest

To children ardent for some desperate glory,

The old Lie: Dulce et decorum est

Pro patria mori.

In the final section, Owen directly addresses the readers. He asks them to imagine witnessing 
the horrifying death of the soldier and hearing the terrible sounds of his suffering. Through 
vivid and disturbing imagery, he forces the audience to confront the true realities of war. Owen 
argues that anyone who has experienced such horrors would never encourage young people 
to seek military glory. The poem ends with a direct attack on the patriotic slogan Dulce et  
decorum est pro patria mori (“It is sweet and fitting to die for one's country”), which Owen 
condemns as an “old Lie.” The conclusion transforms the poem into a powerful anti-war state-
ment and a protest against the glorification of war.

3.1.1.2 Analysis

The Theme of War and Human Suffering

The dominant theme of “Dulce et Decorum 
Est” is the suffering caused by war. Owen 
presents war not as an occasion for heroism 
and glory but as an experience marked by pain, 

exhaustion, fear, and death. The soldiers in the 
poem are physically broken and emotionally 
drained. Their condition reflects the devastat-
ing effects of prolonged warfare on ordinary 
human beings. By focusing on the hardships 
endured by soldiers, Owen challenges the ide-
alised image of war that was common in pa-
triotic literature.
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The Horrors of Modern Warfare

The poem provides a realistic portrayal of 
modern warfare, particularly the use of chem-
ical weapons during the First World War. The 
gas attack occupies a central position in the 
poem and demonstrates the terrifying nature 
of mechanised warfare. Death arrives sudden-
ly and indiscriminately, leaving little oppor-
tunity for courage or heroism. Owen’s vivid 
description of the dying soldier reveals the 
brutal reality behind military conflict and ex-
poses the inhuman nature of modern weapons.

The Anti-War Message

“Dulce et Decorum Est” is one of the most 
powerful anti-war poems in English literature. 
Owen rejects the traditional belief that war is 
noble and honourable. Throughout the poem, 
he exposes the gap between patriotic ideals 
and battlefield realities. The suffering of the 
soldiers and the horrifying death of the gas 
victim serve as evidence against the romantic 
glorification of war. By presenting war as a 
source of misery rather than glory, Owen en-
courages readers to question popular patriotic 
beliefs.

Psychological Trauma and Memory

The poem explores not only physical suffering 
but also psychological trauma. The memory of 
the dying soldier continues to haunt the speak-
er long after the actual event has ended. The 
recurring nightmare suggests the emotional 
burden carried by soldiers who survive war. 
Owen demonstrates that warfare leaves per-
manent psychological scars that can continue 
to affect individuals long after they have left 
the battlefield. This emphasis on trauma adds 
emotional depth to the poem and highlights 
the long lasting consequences of violence.

The Irony of the Title

The title of the poem is derived from the Latin 
phrase Dulce et decorum est pro patria mori, 

meaning “It is sweet and fitting to die for one’s 
country.” Traditionally, the phrase was used to 
celebrate patriotic sacrifice. Owen employs it 
ironically by placing it in direct contrast to the 
horrifying experiences described in the poem. 
After witnessing exhaustion, suffering, and a 
painful death, the reader recognises the con-
tradiction between the slogan and reality. By 
referring to it as “the old Lie,” Owen com-
pletely rejects the sentiment expressed by the 
phrase and exposes its misleading nature.

Imagery

Imagery plays a crucial role in conveying the 
poem's message. Owen uses vivid visual im-
ages to portray the physical condition of the 
soldiers. They are described as “old beggars” 
and “hags,” images that emphasise weakness 
and deterioration. The gas attack is present-
ed through powerful visual details such as the 
“thick green light” and the image of a man 
drowning beneath a “green sea.” These imag-
es create a horrifying picture of the battlefield 
and force readers to confront the realities of 
war. The poem also contains disturbing bodi-
ly imagery. Descriptions of blood, choking, 
froth-corrupted lungs, and writhing faces 
make the suffering of the soldiers immediate 
and tangible. Such graphic details strengthen 
the poem's realism and contribute significant-
ly to its emotional impact.

Similes and Comparisons

Owen employs a number of striking simi-
les throughout the poem. The soldiers are 
compared to “old beggars under sacks” and 
“coughing like hags,” emphasising their ex-
haustion and loss of dignity. The dying soldier 
is described as “like a man in fire or lime,” 
highlighting the intensity of his suffering. Lat-
er, his face is compared to “a devil's sick of 
sin,” one of the most memorable images in the 
poem. These comparisons reinforce the po-
em's anti-war message by presenting soldiers 
as victims rather than heroes.
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Sound Devices

The poem makes effective use of sound pat-
terns to enhance its emotional power. Owen 
employs consonance in several lines, partic-
ularly through the repetition of harsh conso-
nant sounds. In the opening line, the repeated 
“b” sound in “Bent,” “double,” and “beggars” 
contributes to the heavy and burdensome at-
mosphere. Similarly, the repetition of sounds 
in words such as “lost,” “limped,” and “blood-
shod” reinforces the sense of exhaustion and 
suffering. The abrupt cry “Gas! GAS! Quick, 
boys!” creates a dramatic shift in tone and 
pace. The exclamatory language captures the 
panic of the moment and immediately draws 
readers into the chaos of the attack.

Structure and Narrative Progression

The structure of the poem contributes signifi-
cantly to its effectiveness. The poem moves 
through a series of stages that gradually in-
tensify its emotional impact. It begins with a 
collective description of exhausted soldiers, 
progresses to the individual suffering of a gas 
victim, shifts to the poet's personal trauma, and 
concludes with a direct address to the reader. 
This progression enables Owen to move from 
observation to personal experience and finally 
to social criticism.

Another important structural feature is the 
shift in subject throughout the poem. The 
opening section focuses on “we,” referring to 

the group of soldiers. During the gas attack, 
attention shifts to “he,” the lone soldier who 
becomes the victim. The dream sequence 
introduces “I,” the poet himself. Finally, 
the concluding section addresses “you,” the 
reader. This movement from the collective 
to the individual and finally to the audience 
strengthens the poem's persuasive force and 
transforms it into a direct challenge to soci-
ety's attitudes towards war.

Language and Style

The language of the poem is direct, realistic, 
and emotionally charged. Owen avoids elabo-
rate ornamentation and instead relies on vivid 
descriptions and concrete details. His diction 
reflects the harsh realities of the battlefield 
and creates an atmosphere of suffering and 
despair. The combination of realism, irony, 
and emotional intensity gives the poem its 
distinctive power and ensures that its message 
remains memorable.

“Dulce et Decorum Est” challenged the pa-
triotic conventions that had dominated earlier 
representations of war and introduced a more 
realistic and critical perspective. The poem 
gives voice to the experiences of ordinary sol-
diers and exposes the human cost of military 
conflict. Its condemnation of war, vivid im-
agery, and psychological insight continue to 
make it one of the most widely studied and 
admired poems of the twentieth century.SG
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Discussion
3.1.2 W. B. Yeats 

W. B. Yeats (1865–1939) is one of the most 
important poets of the twentieth century and a 
central figure in modern English literature. He 
played a significant role in the Irish Literary 
Revival and helped establish modern poetry 
while remaining deeply connected to Irish 
culture, history, and traditions. His influence 
extended beyond Ireland and inspired ma-
jor modernist poets such as T. S. Eliot, Ezra 
Pound, and W. H. Auden. Although he began 
his career in the late nineteenth century, Yeats 
successfully adapted to the changing literary 
climate of the modern age and became one of 
the leading voices of twentieth century poet-
ry. In recognition of his outstanding literary 
achievement, he was awarded the Nobel Prize 
in Literature in 1923.

The poetry of Yeats explores a wide range of 
themes including love, Irish nationalism, his-
tory, mysticism, spirituality, ageing, and the 
search for permanence in a changing world. 
His early poetry reflects the influence of Ro-
manticism, Celtic mythology, folklore, and 
dream-like symbolism. Collections such as 
The Wanderings of Oisin and The Rose reveal 
his fascination with beauty, imagination, and 
spiritual reality. As he matured, however, his 
poetry became more philosophical and com-
plex. Influenced by political developments in 
Ireland, personal experiences, and his interest 
in mysticism, he turned to themes such as the 
passage of time, the decline of civilisation, the 
relationship between body and soul, and artis-
tic immortality. Poems such as “The Second 
Coming,” “Sailing to Byzantium,” “Easter 

1916,” and “Among School Children” illus-
trate the depth and range of his poetic vision.

A distinctive feature of Yeats’s poetry is its 
rich symbolism and intellectual depth. He 
frequently employed recurring symbols such 
as the gyre, the tower, Byzantium, the swan, 
and the rose to express personal, historical, 
and universal concerns. His involvement in 
Irish politics and cultural nationalism also 
influenced his work, leading him to examine 
questions of national identity, political strug-
gle, and historical change. Yet he was never 
merely a political poet; he combined personal 
reflection, philosophical inquiry, and artistic 
imagination within a unified poetic vision. By 
blending modernist concerns with traditional 
poetic forms and lyrical beauty, Yeats created 
a body of work that continues to be widely 
studied and admired. His ability to unite emo-
tion, intellect, history, and symbolism has se-
cured his place as one of the greatest poets in 
English literature.

3.1.2.1 “The Second Coming”

“The Second Coming” is one of  Yeats’s most 
famous and influential poems. Written in 1919 
in the aftermath of the First World War, the 
Russian Revolution, and widespread political 
unrest, the poem reflects the atmosphere of 
uncertainty and instability that characterised 
the early twentieth century. The destruction 
caused by war and the collapse of tradition-
al social and political structures led Yeats to 
question the future of civilisation. Drawing 
upon his theory of history, which views his-
torical development as a series of recurring 
cycles represented by the image of the gyre, 
Yeats presents a world that appears to be mov-

Section 2

 “The Second Coming,” and  “Sailing to Byzantium” -  
 W. B. Yeats
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ing towards a period of profound change and 
upheaval. The poem captures the fear that 
established values and institutions are losing 

their authority, creating a climate of disorder 
and confusion.

Fig. 3.1.2 The Rough Beast and the Collapse of Civilisation in “The Second Coming”

The title refers to the Christian belief in the 
Second Coming of Christ, when Christ is ex-
pected to return to establish peace and justice 
on earth. However, Yeats offers a disturbing 
alternative vision. Instead of a divine saviour, 
he imagines the emergence of a mysterious 
and terrifying creature that signals the birth of 
a new and threatening age. Through powerful 

symbolism and prophetic imagery, the poem 
explores themes such as social disorder, moral 
decline, spiritual crisis, and the collapse of ci-
vilisation. Its striking images, visionary tone, 
and universal relevance have made the poem 
one of the most widely studied poems of mod-
ern literature and a landmark achievement in 
Yeats’s poetic career.

3.1.2.2 Summary of “The Second Coming”

The Collapse of the Existing World Order

Turning and turning in the widening gyre

The falcon cannot hear the falconer;

Things fall apart; the centre cannot hold;

Mere anarchy is loosed upon the world.

The blood-dimmed tide is loosed, and everywhere

The ceremony of innocence is drowned;
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The best lack all conviction, while the worst

Are full of passionate intensity.

The poem opens with a powerful vision of a world descending into disorder and confusion. 
Yeats employs the image of a falcon flying in widening circles away from the falconer. The 
falcon has moved so far from its master that it can no longer hear his commands. Symbolically, 
this image suggests that humanity has become detached from the principles and authorities 
that once provided stability and direction. Political institutions, moral values, religious beliefs, 
and social structures are losing their power to maintain order. The famous declaration, “Things 
fall apart; the centre cannot hold,” captures the essence of the crisis. The centre symbolises 
the forces that bind society together, such as law, morality, faith, and tradition. As these forces 
weaken, chaos spreads across the world. Yeats presents a frightening picture of civilisation on 
the verge of collapse. Violence and bloodshed overwhelm humanity, symbolised by the “blood-
dimmed tide” that floods the world. Innocence and goodness are drowned by the rising waves 
of destruction.

The poet further observes a disturbing reversal of moral values. Those who are wise, thought-
ful, and virtuous hesitate to act and lack confidence, while those driven by selfishness, fa-
naticism, and violence possess determination and energy. This imbalance contributes to the 
breakdown of civilisation. Through these images, Yeats expresses his anxiety about the future 
of the modern world, particularly in the aftermath of the First World War and the political up-
heavals of the early twentieth century. The first section of the poem therefore presents a vision 
of a society that has lost its spiritual and moral foundations and is moving towards catastrophe.

The Revelation of the Rough Beast and the Birth of a New Age

Surely some revelation is at hand;

Surely the Second Coming is at hand.

The Second Coming! Hardly are those words out

When a vast image out of Spiritus Mundi

Troubles my sight: somewhere in sands of the desert

A shape with lion body and the head of a man,

A gaze blank and pitiless as the sun,

Is moving its slow thighs. . . .

And what rough beast, its hour come round at last,

Slouches towards Bethlehem to be born?

Having described the collapse of the existing order, the poet turns to a vision of what may 
replace it. Faced with widespread disorder and confusion, the speaker senses that a great reve-
lation is approaching. The repeated statement, “Surely the Second Coming is at hand,” initially 
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evokes the Christian belief that Christ will return to redeem humanity and establish peace. 
Readers naturally expect the arrival of a divine saviour who will restore harmony to the trou-
bled world. However, Yeats deliberately overturns this expectation. Instead of Christ, a terri-
fying creature emerges from the collective memory of humanity, which Yeats calls “Spiritus 
Mundi.” The poet sees a mysterious figure rising from the desert, possessing the body of a lion 
and the head of a man. The image recalls the ancient Sphinx of Egyptian mythology. Unlike 
Christ, who symbolises compassion, mercy, and redemption, this creature has a gaze that is 
“blank and pitiless as the sun.” It appears indifferent to human suffering and represents a force 
that is powerful, relentless, and frightening. The slow movement of the beast suggests that 
its arrival is inevitable. As it advances towards Bethlehem, the birthplace of Christ, the poem 
presents a disturbing inversion of the Nativity story. Instead of a divine child bringing hope 
and salvation, a monstrous being approaches to inaugurate a new historical age. According 
to Yeats’s theory of historical cycles, every civilisation eventually declines and gives way to 
another. The beast symbolises the beginning of a new cycle that will replace the Christian era 
which has dominated Western civilisation for nearly two thousand years.

The poem concludes with the haunting question, “And what rough beast, its hour come round 
at last, slouches towards Bethlehem to be born?” The question remains unanswered, leaving 
readers with a profound sense of uncertainty and dread. The ending suggests that humanity 
stands at the threshold of a new age whose nature is still unknown but appears ominous and 
destructive. Through this prophetic vision, Yeats transforms a historical and political crisis into 
a universal meditation on the cyclical rise and fall of civilisations.

3.1.2.3 Analysis 

A Modernist Vision of Crisis

“The Second Coming” is one of the defin-
ing poems of literary Modernism. Written 
in the aftermath of the First World War, the 
poem reflects the widespread sense of disil-
lusionment, instability, and uncertainty that 
characterised the early twentieth century. 
The war had shattered the belief that human 
civilisation was steadily progressing towards 
greater peace and enlightenment. Political 
revolutions, economic instability, and social 
unrest further contributed to the feeling that 
the old world was collapsing. Yeats captures 
this atmosphere through a prophetic vision of 
a civilisation losing its moral, political, and 
spiritual foundations. Unlike the optimistic 
outlook often associated with the nineteenth 
century, the poem presents a world where es-
tablished systems no longer function effec-

tively. The famous line, “Things fall apart; the 
centre cannot hold,” has become a universal 
expression of social and political breakdown. 
Yeats’s vision extends beyond the immediate 
historical circumstances of his time and ad-
dresses a recurring human fear: the collapse of 
order and the uncertainty of what may emerge 
in its place.

Yeats’s Philosophy of History and the Gyres

A deep understanding of the poem requires 
knowledge of Yeats's philosophy of history, 
which he later explained in A Vision. Yeats be-
lieved that history moves in recurring cycles 
rather than in a straight line of progress. He 
represented these cycles through the image of 
interlocking spirals known as gyres. Accord-
ing to this theory, every civilisation grows, 
reaches its peak, declines, and is eventually re-
placed by another civilisation. Each historical 
cycle lasts approximately two thousand years. 
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As one gyre expands and loses its strength, 
another begins to emerge. The opening line, 
“Turning and turning in the widening gyre,” 
symbolises the final stage of a civilisation that 
has reached the point of collapse. The widen-
ing spiral suggests increasing instability and 
loss of control. The image conveys the idea 
that the Christian civilisation which had dom-
inated Western society for nearly two millen-
nia was approaching its end. The poem there-
fore presents history not as a series of isolated 
events but as part of a larger cyclical process 
that governs the rise and fall of cultures.

The Falcon and the Falconer: Symbol of 
Separation

The opening image of the falcon and the fal-
coner is one of the most effective symbols in 
modern poetry. Traditionally, a falcon remains 
connected to the falconer through training and 
control. In Yeats's poem, however, the falcon 
flies so far away that it can no longer hear the 
falconer's commands. This image symbolis-
es humanity's separation from the principles 
that once provided guidance and stability. The 
falconer may represent God, moral authority, 
social institutions, or traditional values. The 
falcon represents human civilisation that has 
become detached from these controlling influ-
ences. As communication breaks down, disor-
der inevitably follows. The image also reflects 
the modern condition in which individuals 
increasingly feel disconnected from religion, 
tradition, and communal values. The break-
down of this relationship becomes the first 
sign of a larger historical and spiritual crisis.

The Collapse of Moral and Social Order

The first stanza presents a terrifying vision 
of moral disintegration. Images such as the 
“blood-dimmed tide” and the drowning of 
innocence suggest a world overwhelmed by 
violence and destruction. The poem reflects 
Yeats's fear that the civilised values which 

had shaped society were being swept away by 
forces beyond human control.

Particularly striking is the observation:

“The best lack all conviction, while the worst

Are full of passionate intensity.”

This statement highlights a profound moral 
paradox. Those who possess wisdom, moder-
ation, and ethical values remain hesitant and 
uncertain, while those driven by fanaticism, 
hatred, and ambition act with confidence and 
determination. Yeats suggests that societies 
become vulnerable when responsible individ-
uals remain passive while destructive forces 
dominate public life. The observation remains 
relevant because it addresses a recurring prob-
lem in political and social history. The poem 
therefore transcends its historical context 
and speaks to universal patterns of human  
behaviour.

Spiritus Mundi and the Collective Human 
Imagination

One of the most significant concepts in the 
poem is “Spiritus Mundi.”

“The Second Coming! Hardly are those words 
out

When a vast image out of Spiritus Mundi

Troubles my sight.”

The Latin phrase Spiritus Mundi means “the 
spirit of the world” or “the world soul.” Yeats 
uses the term to describe a vast collective res-
ervoir of human memory, myths, symbols, 
dreams, and archetypal images. It functions as 
a universal storehouse of cultural and spiritual 
experience shared by all humanity. Accord-
ing to Yeats, certain powerful images emerge 
from this collective unconscious during mo-
ments of historical crisis. The vision of the 
rough beast does not arise from the poet's per-
sonal imagination alone. Instead, it emerges 

SG
O

U



84 SGOU - SLM - BA English (Honours) - English Literature from 1900 to 1945

from Spiritus Mundi, suggesting that the im-
age possesses universal significance. The con-
cept anticipates ideas later developed by the 
psychologist Carl Jung, particularly the theory 
of the collective unconscious. The beast ap-
pears not merely as an individual hallucina-
tion but as an archetypal symbol expressing 
deep forces operating within human history. 
Through Spiritus Mundi, Yeats transforms a 
political observation into a mythic and uni-
versal vision.

The Symbolism of the Sphinx and the 
Rough Beast
The rough beast is among the most power-
ful symbols in twentieth-century poetry. De-
scribed as having “lion body and the head of a 
man,” it closely resembles the ancient Egyp-
tian Sphinx. The Sphinx traditionally sym-
bolises mystery, wisdom, and ancient power. 
However, Yeats transforms this familiar figure 
into something far more disturbing. The crea-
ture's gaze is “blank and pitiless as the sun.” 
Unlike Christ, who embodies compassion and 
redemption, the beast appears indifferent to 
human suffering. It possesses enormous pow-
er but lacks moral consciousness.

The beast symbolises the new civilisation that 
is preparing to replace the old Christian order. 
Since every historical cycle eventually gives 
way to another, the emergence of the beast rep-
resents the birth of a new age. Yet Yeats does 
not describe this future civilisation as progres-
sive or hopeful. Instead, it appears primitive, 
violent, and terrifying. The ambiguity of the 
symbol contributes to its enduring power. The 
beast can be interpreted as political tyranny, 
spiritual emptiness, barbarism, or the destruc-
tive forces latent within human nature itself.

Apocalyptic and Biblical Imagery

The poem draws extensively upon biblical 
imagery, particularly the Book of Revelation. 
The title itself evokes the Christian doctrine 

of Christ's return at the end of time. Readers 
initially expect a vision of salvation and di-
vine renewal. Yeats deliberately subverts this 
expectation. Instead of Christ returning to 
redeem humanity, a monstrous creature ap-
proaches Bethlehem. The birthplace tradition-
ally associated with hope, peace, and divine 
love becomes the destination of a terrifying 
beast. This inversion of Christian symbolism 
creates one of the poem's most powerful ef-
fects. It suggests that history may not always 
move towards redemption. Instead, periods of 
decline may produce forces that are destruc-
tive and uncontrollable. The poem's apocalyp-
tic imagery reinforces the sense that humanity 
stands at a decisive historical turning point.

Language, Style, and Prophetic Tone

One of the poem’s greatest strengths lies in 
its language. Yeats combines simplicity with 
extraordinary symbolic richness. Many of the 
poem's most memorable lines are strikingly 
direct, yet they carry multiple layers of mean-
ing. The tone is prophetic throughout. The 
speaker does not merely describe events but 
appears to foresee the future. This prophet-
ic quality gives the poem an almost biblical 
authority. The repeated use of visionary im-
agery creates the impression that the poet has 
gained access to hidden truths about history 
and civilisation. The poem's concise struc-
ture intensifies its impact. In only a few lines, 
Yeats constructs an entire philosophy of histo-
ry, a vision of social collapse, and a symbolic 
prophecy of a new age.

The Open Ending and Its Significance

The final question is one of the most haunting 
endings in modern poetry:

“And what rough beast, its hour come round 
at last,

Slouches towards Bethlehem to be born?”
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The question remains unanswered. Yeats de-
liberately leaves the future undefined. The 
reader is left contemplating the nature of the 
approaching beast and the kind of world it 
will create. This ambiguity is essential to the 
poem's power. The future remains mysterious, 
uncertain, and threatening. The poem ends 
not with resolution but with anticipation and 
dread. The unanswered question transforms 
the poem from a historical commentary into a 
timeless meditation on the unpredictable forc-
es that shape human destiny.

In short, “The Second Coming” is a master-
piece of modern poetry because it combines 
history, mythology, philosophy, religion, 
and politics within a single symbolic vision. 
It captures the anxieties of the modern age 
while exploring universal questions about the 
rise and fall of civilisations. Its concepts of 
the gyre, Spiritus Mundi, and the rough beast 
have become central ideas in literary criticism 
and cultural studies.

More than a century after its publication, the 
poem continues to resonate because periods 
of social upheaval repeatedly revive its warn-
ings about disorder, fanaticism, and historical 
transformation. Through its prophetic imagi-
nation and profound symbolism, “The Second 
Coming” remains one of the most influential 
and intellectually challenging poems in En-
glish literature.

3.1.2.4 “Sailing to Byzantium”

“Sailing to Byzantium” is one of W. B. Yeats’s 
most celebrated poems and a landmark work 
of his later period. Published in 1928, the 
poem reflects Yeats’s deep concern with age-
ing, mortality, spirituality, and artistic perma-
nence. The poem presents a symbolic journey 
from the ordinary world, dominated by youth, 
sensual pleasure, and the cycle of birth and 
death, to Byzantium, an ideal city that rep-
resents spiritual wisdom, artistic perfection, 
and eternal beauty. Although Byzantium was 

a historical city renowned for its art and cul-
ture, Yeats transforms it into a symbolic realm 
where the soul can transcend the limitations of 
the physical world.

At the heart of the poem is the conflict be-
tween the temporal and the eternal, the body 
and the soul, and sensual life and intellectual 
or spiritual fulfilment. Feeling alienated in a 
society that celebrates youth and physical de-
sire, the ageing speaker seeks refuge in Byz-
antium, where he hopes to free himself from 
bodily decay and become part of an everlast-
ing artistic order. The voyage to Byzantium 
may be understood as a spiritual journey to-
wards immortality, and the poem culminates 
in the vision of a golden bird, a symbol of per-
fected art that exists beyond time and death. 
Through its rich symbolism and philosophical 
depth, the poem explores Yeats's belief that art 
can provide a form of permanence in a world 
governed by change and mortality.

3.1.2.5 Summary of “Sailing to Byzan-
tium”

Fig. 3.1.3 Byzantium as a Symbol of  
Spiritual and Artistic Perfection

Stanza I: The World of Youth and Sensual 
Life

That is no country for old men. The young
In one another's arms, birds in the trees,
—Those dying generations—at their 
song,
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The salmon-falls, the mackerel-crowded seas,

Fish, flesh, or fowl, commend all summer long

Whatever is begotten, born, and dies.

Caught in that sensual music all neglect

Monuments of unageing intellect.

The poem opens with the speaker expressing his sense of alienation from the world around 
him. He describes a society dominated by youth, physical desire, and the pleasures of the sens-
es. Young lovers embrace each other, birds sing in the trees, and fish fill the rivers and seas. 
Everywhere, life celebrates fertility, reproduction, and physical existence. The natural world is 
filled with vitality and energy, but it is also governed by the inevitable cycle of birth, growth, 
and death. Although the scene appears beautiful, the speaker feels excluded from it because of 
his old age. He observes that people are so absorbed in sensual pleasures that they fail to ap-
preciate intellectual and spiritual achievements. The phrase “Monuments of unageing intellect” 
refers to the enduring creations of art, wisdom, and culture that survive beyond human life. The 
stanza establishes the central conflict of the poem between the transient world of nature and the 
permanent world of art and intellect.

Stanza II: The Decision to Sail to Byzantium

An aged man is but a paltry thing,

A tattered coat upon a stick, unless

Soul clap its hands and sing, and louder sing

For every tatter in its mortal dress,

Nor is there singing school but studying

Monuments of its own magnificence;

And therefore I have sailed the seas and come

To the holy city of Byzantium.

The second stanza focuses on the condition of old age. The speaker compares an old man to “a 
tattered coat upon a stick,” suggesting the physical weakness and decline associated with age-
ing. The image resembles a scarecrow and emphasises the body's fragility and insignificance. 
However, Yeats does not regard old age as entirely negative. While the body deteriorates, the 
soul can continue to grow and develop. The poet argues that the soul must learn to “sing,” 
meaning that it must attain spiritual and intellectual fulfilment. This growth is achieved through 
the study of great works of art, wisdom, and culture. Recognising that the ordinary world offers 
little opportunity for such fulfilment, the speaker decides to leave it behind and travel to Byz-
antium. The journey is both physical and symbolic, representing the soul's movement from the 
world of mortality towards a realm of spiritual perfection.
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Stanza III: Prayer for Spiritual Transformation

O sages standing in God's holy fire

As in the gold mosaic of a wall,

Come from the holy fire, perne in a gyre,

And be the singing-masters of my soul.

Consume my heart away; sick with desire

And fastened to a dying animal

It knows not what it is; and gather me

Into the artifice of eternity.

Having arrived in Byzantium, the speaker addresses the sages who stand in God's holy fire. 
These wise figures appear like the saints represented in the golden mosaics of Byzantine church-
es. They symbolise spiritual wisdom, enlightenment, and artistic perfection. The speaker asks 
them to become the teachers of his soul and guide him towards a higher form of existence. The 
poet wishes to be freed from earthly desires and passions. His heart remains attached to the 
physical world and is “fastened to a dying animal,” a metaphor for the mortal body. He asks the 
sages to purify him by consuming these desires and helping him transcend the limitations of 
flesh and blood. Ultimately, he wishes to enter the “artifice of eternity,” a realm where art and 
spirituality achieve permanence beyond the reach of time and death.

Stanza IV: The Achievement of Artistic Immortality

Once out of nature I shall never take

My bodily form from any natural thing,

But such a form as Grecian goldsmiths make

Of hammered gold and gold enamelling

To keep a drowsy Emperor awake;

Or set upon a golden bough to sing

To lords and ladies of Byzantium

Of what is past, or passing, or to come.

In the final stanza, the speaker imagines his existence after achieving spiritual transformation. 
Once he has escaped the natural world, he no longer wishes to inhabit any living form. Instead, 
he desires to become a golden bird crafted by skilled artisans. Unlike natural birds, which are 
subject to ageing and death, this artificial bird will remain beautiful and permanent.
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The golden bird symbolises artistic immortality. Perched on a golden branch in Byzantium, it 
sings to the lords and ladies of the city. Its song concerns the past, the present, and the future, 
indicating a wisdom that transcends ordinary human limitations. Through this image, Yeats 
suggests that art possesses the power to overcome mortality and preserve beauty and knowl-
edge for eternity. The poem ends with the speaker's successful transition from the world of 
nature to the timeless realm of art and spirit.

3.1.2.6 Analysis 

The Central Theme of Ageing and Mortality

“Sailing to Byzantium” is fundamentally a 
meditation on ageing and the inevitability of 
death. Yeats wrote the poem during the lat-
er years of his life when he was increasingly 
conscious of the limitations imposed by old 
age. The poem explores the conflict between 
the ageing body and the immortal aspirations 
of the soul. The speaker feels alienated in a 
world that celebrates youth, beauty, and phys-
ical vitality. The opening declaration, “That is 
no country for old men,” immediately estab-
lishes the speaker's sense of exclusion from 
a society preoccupied with sensual pleasures 
and material existence. The poem does not 
merely lament old age. Instead, it seeks a 
meaningful response to the problem of mor-
tality. Yeats acknowledges the decline of the 
body but refuses to accept that human exis-
tence is limited to physical life. The poem 
therefore becomes a quest for a higher form of 
existence that can transcend the decay associ-
ated with ageing.

The Conflict Between the Body and the 
Soul

One of the most important ideas in the poem 
is the tension between the physical body and 
the spiritual self. Throughout the poem, Yeats 
presents the body as temporary, fragile, and 
subject to decay. The speaker describes an 
old man as “A tattered coat upon a stick,” a 
powerful image that reduces the ageing body 
to a worn-out scarecrow. In contrast, the 
soul possesses the potential for growth and  

renewal. While the body weakens with age, 
the soul can continue its journey towards wis-
dom and spiritual fulfilment. The poem sug-
gests that true human identity lies not in the 
physical body but in the soul's capacity for 
knowledge, artistic creation, and spiritual en-
lightenment. The voyage to Byzantium sym-
bolises the soul's attempt to free itself from 
bodily limitations and attain a higher level of 
existence.

Byzantium as an Ideal Symbol

The significance of Byzantium extends far 
beyond its historical reality. Historically, Byz-
antium, later known as Constantinople, was 
famous for its artistic achievements, religious 
culture, and magnificent architecture. Howev-
er, Yeats transforms the city into a symbolic 
realm that represents spiritual perfection and 
artistic permanence. In the poem, Byzantium 
functions as a utopia where the divisions be-
tween art, religion, and wisdom disappear. It is 
a place where spiritual truth and artistic beau-
ty exist in harmony. Unlike the natural world, 
which is governed by birth, growth, decay, 
and death, Byzantium represents permanence 
and transcendence. The city becomes the des-
tination of the speaker's spiritual pilgrimage 
and symbolises his desire to escape the imper-
manence of earthly life.

The Contrast Between Nature and Art

A major structural principle of the poem is the 
contrast between nature and art. The opening 
stanza is filled with images from the natural 
world: young lovers, singing birds, salm-
on-filled rivers, and crowded seas. These  
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images celebrate fertility, reproduction, and 
the vitality of life. However, they also remind 
readers that everything in nature is subject to 
change and death. The phrase “Whatever is 
begotten, born, and dies” summarises the con-
dition of the natural world. Nature is beauti-
ful, but its beauty is temporary. Every living 
thing eventually perishes.

By contrast, Byzantium is associated with art 
rather than nature. The golden mosaics, sacred 
images, and crafted golden bird represent ar-
tistic creations that endure beyond the lifes-
pan of their creators. Yeats suggests that while 
nature is trapped within time, art possesses the 
ability to achieve permanence. This contrast 
between the transient world of nature and the 
enduring world of art forms the philosophical 
foundation of the poem.

The Journey as a Spiritual Quest

The title itself emphasises movement and 
transformation. The act of sailing is both a 
physical and a symbolic journey. On one level, 
the speaker appears to travel from one place to 
another. On a deeper level, the voyage sym-
bolises the soul's movement from the material 
world towards spiritual enlightenment. Many 
critics interpret the journey as an allegory of 
death. The speaker leaves behind the world of 
sensual pleasure and prepares for a form of 
existence beyond physical life. Yet the poem 
does not portray death as an ending. Instead, it 
presents death as a transition to a higher spiri-
tual reality. The voyage therefore resembles a 
pilgrimage towards wisdom, immortality, and 
artistic perfection.

The Sages and Spiritual Transformation

The sages in the third stanza play a crucial 
role in the speaker's transformation. Stand-
ing in God's holy fire and appearing in golden 
mosaics, they represent spiritual wisdom and 
eternal knowledge. The poet calls upon them 

to become the “singing-masters” of his soul 
and guide him towards transcendence. The 
holy fire symbolises purification rather than 
destruction. The speaker wants the sages to 
consume his earthly desires and free him from 
passions that bind him to the physical world. 
His heart is described as “sick with desire,” 
indicating that sensual attachments prevent 
spiritual growth. Through the intervention 
of the sages, the speaker hopes to achieve a 
state of spiritual purity and enter the realm of  
eternity.

The Symbolism of the Golden Bird

The golden bird is the most significant sym-
bol in the poem and represents Yeats's ideal 
of artistic immortality. Unlike natural birds, 
which are born, age, and die, the golden bird 
is an artificial creation that exists beyond the 
limitations of nature. The bird is fashioned by 
Byzantine craftsmen from hammered gold and 
gold enamel. Gold traditionally symbolises 
perfection, permanence, and incorruptibility. 
The golden bird therefore represents an exis-
tence free from physical decay and mortality. 
It embodies the triumph of art over time. Im-
portantly, the bird continues to sing. However, 
its song differs from the songs of natural birds. 
Natural birds celebrate the cycles of life and 
reproduction. The golden bird sings of “what 
is past, or passing, or to come,” suggesting a 
broader wisdom that encompasses all of time. 
Through this symbol, Yeats presents art as a 
medium through which human experience can 
achieve permanence and transcend death.

Art as a Means of Immortality

The poem advances one of Yeats's most im-
portant artistic beliefs: that art can provide a 
form of immortality. Human beings cannot 
escape physical death, but artistic creations 
can endure long after their creators have dis-
appeared. The phrase “artifice of eternity” en-
capsulates this idea. The word “artifice” refers 
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to artistic craftsmanship and creative skill. 
By entering the artifice of eternity, the speak-
er hopes to become part of a timeless artis-
tic order. Art thus becomes a bridge between 
mortality and immortality. This belief reflects 
a classical and modernist understanding of ar-
tistic achievement. Great works of art survive 
across centuries and continue to influence fu-
ture generations. Through the image of the 
golden bird, Yeats suggests that art possess-
es the power to preserve beauty, wisdom, and 
truth beyond the limits of individual human 
life.

Imagery and Symbolism

The poem is rich in symbolic imagery. The 
natural images of birds, fish, seas, and lovers 
represent the world of physical existence. The 
images associated with Byzantium, including 
mosaics, holy fire, sages, gold, and the gold-
en bird, represent the spiritual and artistic 
realm. These symbols create a clear contrast 
between two modes of existence. The natural 
world is dynamic but temporary. Byzantium 
is artificial yet eternal. Through this symbolic 
structure, Yeats explores profound philosoph-
ical questions concerning life, death, art, and 
transcendence.

Language and Style

The language of the poem is highly lyrical, 
musical, and symbolic. Yeats combines sim-

ple statements with complex philosophical 
ideas. His diction moves effortlessly between 
concrete images and abstract concepts. The 
poem's rich symbolism invites multiple inter-
pretations while maintaining emotional clari-
ty. The formal structure of the poem, with its 
regular rhyme scheme and controlled move-
ment, reflects the order and harmony that the 
speaker seeks. Unlike many modernist poets 
who experimented with fragmentation and 
free verse, Yeats employs traditional poetic 
forms to express modern concerns.

In short, “Sailing to Byzantium” is one of the 
greatest achievements of Yeats's later poetry. 
It brings together many of his central con-
cerns, including ageing, mortality, spirituali-
ty, history, art, and the quest for permanence. 
The poem transforms a personal reflection on 
growing old into a universal meditation on the 
human desire to transcend death and achieve 
lasting significance. Its rich symbolism, philo-
sophical depth, and artistic beauty have made 
it one of the most influential poems in modern 
literature. More than a poem about old age, it 
is a profound exploration of the relationship 
between life, art, and eternity. Through the 
symbolic journey to Byzantium, Yeats pres-
ents a vision of artistic and spiritual immor-
tality that continues to inspire readers across 
generations.

Section 3 

 “The Waste Land” - T. S. Eliot

Discussion 

3.1.3 T. S. Eliot

Thomas Stearns Eliot (1888–1965) was one 
of the most influential poets, critics, and dra-
matists of the twentieth century. Born in the 
United States, he later became a British citi-

zen and emerged as a leading figure of literary 
Modernism. Eliot revolutionised English po-
etry by introducing new themes, techniques, 
and forms that reflected the uncertainties and 
complexities of modern life. His works explore 
spiritual crisis, cultural decline, alienation, 
and the search for meaning in a fragmented 

SG
O

U



91SGOU - SLM - BA English (Honours) - English Literature from 1900 to 1945

world. Through his poetry and criticism, El-
iot exerted a profound influence on modern 
literature and literary theory. Eliot was asso-
ciated with the modernist movement and was 
closely connected with writers such as Ezra 
Pound, James Joyce, and W. B. Yeats. While 
some of his early poetry was influenced by 
Imagism, he gradually developed a distinctive 
poetic style characterised by symbolism, frag-
mentation, dramatic monologue, and exten-
sive literary allusions. His deep knowledge of 
classical literature, philosophy, religion, and 
European cultural traditions enriched his po-
etry and gave it remarkable intellectual depth. 
Poems such as “The Love Song of J. Alfred 
Prufrock,” The Waste Land, Ash Wednesday, 
and Four Quartets are regarded as landmarks 
of modern literature.

The first half of the twentieth century wit-
nessed rapid social change, scientific advance-
ment, political unrest, and two devastating 
World Wars. Eliot responded to these transfor-
mations by portraying the spiritual emptiness 
and moral uncertainty of modern civilisation. 
His poetry reflects the anxieties of an age that 
had lost faith in traditional values yet strug-
gled to find new sources of meaning. Through 
his innovative techniques and profound ex-
ploration of human experience, Eliot became 
one of the defining voices of modern poetry. 
In recognition of his immense contribution to 
literature, he was awarded the Nobel Prize in 
Literature in 1948.

3.1.3.1 Introduction to The Waste Land

Fig. 3.1.4 The Barren Landscape and Cultural Fragmentation in The Waste Land

The Waste Land, first published in 1922, is 
widely regarded as T. S. Eliot's masterpiece 
and one of the most important poems of the 
twentieth century. Written in the aftermath 
of the First World War, the poem reflects the 
spiritual, cultural, and moral crisis that af-
fected Europe during the early decades of the 

modern age. The war had shattered traditional 
beliefs in progress, reason, and civilisation, 
leaving many people disillusioned and un-
certain about the future. Eliot transforms this 
historical crisis into a complex poetic vision 
of a world suffering from spiritual barrenness, 
moral decay, and cultural fragmentation.
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The poem consists of five sections: “The Buri-
al of the Dead,” “A Game of Chess,” “The 
Fire Sermon,” “Death by Water,” and “What 
the Thunder Said.” Through a series of frag-
mented scenes, shifting voices, and numerous 
literary, religious, and mythological allusions, 
Eliot portrays a civilisation that has lost its 
spiritual vitality. The poem draws upon a vast 
range of sources, including classical mythol-
ogy, Christianity, Buddhism, Hindu philos-
ophy, medieval legends, and modern urban 
life. Particularly important are the influences 
of James Frazer's The Golden Bough and Jes-
sie Weston's From Ritual to Romance, both 
of which contributed to the poem's mythical 
structure and symbolism.

At the centre of the poem lies the image of the 
waste land, a symbol of spiritual sterility and 
cultural decline. Yet the poem is not merely 
a portrayal of despair. Beneath its bleak sur-
face lies a search for renewal, redemption, 
and spiritual rebirth. Through symbols such 
as water, thunder, and the Grail legend, Eliot 
suggests the possibility of regeneration in a 
world overwhelmed by confusion and disor-
der. Rich in symbolism, allusion, and philo-
sophical depth, The Waste Land remains one 
of the most challenging and rewarding works 
in modern English literature and a defining 
achievement of literary Modernism.

3.1.3.2 Summary of The Waste Land

The Waste Land is written in five separately 
titled sections. The first section titled “The 
Burial of the Dead ‘’ consists of four speak-
ers with four different perspectives. The sec-
tion opens with an autobiographical episode 
from the childhood of an aristocratic woman. 
There, the woman claims that she is not Rus-
sian, but German. In the second narrative of 
the first section, the poet invites the readers on 
a journey into the apocalyptic future, where 
the readers are taken to a desert where the 

speaker shows them certain confusing images. 
Here, the poet brings in certain recollections 
from the past, which include the image of a 
“hyacinth girl” and a nihilistic epiphany the 
speaker has after an encounter with her. Here 
also, the poet brings in some allusions from 
ancient literature in order to make the poem 
aesthetically and structurally superior. The 
third person the poet introduces here is a tar-
ot reader Madame Sosostris, who predicts the 
future of everyone. What makes this complex 
is that it is totally imaginative, and there is 
actually no tarot card deck to read from. The 
final episode of this section is often consid-
ered the most surreal of the four narratives. 
Here, the poet describes an encounter with a 
comrade from the war. This is the first time 
Eliot brings in matters of war in this section. 
The poet also discusses some wars from the 
past that were futile but immensely destruc-
tive. The poet concludes the episode with a 
line from the preface to Baudelaire’s Fleurs 
du Mal, accusing the reader of sharing in the 
poet’s sin. 

The second section is titled, “A Game of 
Chess”. The game of chess is something that 
repeatedly happens during significant scenes 
in literature. From the romantic scene between 
Ferdinand and Miranda in The Tempest to the 
play by Thomas Middleton, where the moves 
in chess denote the stages of seduction. In this 
section, almost all the characters are women. 
Eliot uses this section to describe the class dif-
ference that exists in society using women. The 
section consists of four women. The opening 
lines of the section talks about an aristocratic 
woman waiting for her lover but had to make 
other plans like an excursion or a game of 
chess as her lover does not come that day. The 
woman is seen crying out of her fantasies and 
neurotic thoughts. Then the scene shifts from 
the high-class background of this woman to a 
bar in London, where the representatives of 
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the lower section of society are seen drinking. 
Here, two women are sitting together, drink-
ing, and discussing a third woman. During the 
discussion, one of the two women recollects a 
conversation that she had with an old friend, 
Lil, who has not done anything to improve her 
looks after getting her good looks ravaged due 
to the intake of certain medicines for abortion. 
She nearly died giving birth to her fifth child 
and, hence, refused to give birth to a sixth 
child. Her husband did not support this, and so 
she had to take medicines in order to abort the 
child. This medication ravaged her looks. The 
woman fears that if she does not replace her 
lost teeth with new ones, her husband might 
go in search of the company of other women. 

The third section, titled “The Fire Sermon” is 
the longest section in The Waste Land. This is 
the first time Eliot uses Indian philosophy and 
mythology in the poem. It is taken from a ser-
mon given by Lord Buddha to his followers, 
where he encourages them to free themselves 
from the shackles of earthly passion and ma-
terialistic living. Even though the section is 
titled “Fire Sermon,” the actual reference to 
Buddha’s fire sermon happens only in the be-
ginning and then towards the end. In between, 
all that happens is a river song, which takes 
its origin from different river songs in liter-
ature. In this section, the poet describes a se-
ries of increasingly debased sexual encounters 
concluding in a river song. The poet uses the 
refrain from Spenser’s “Prothalamion,” which 
goes, “Sweet Thames, run softly till I end my 
song.” The poet also brings in various clas-
sical references, including that of the blind 
prophet Tiresias, who can see into the future. 
The poet once again brings in references to 
Madame Sosostris and the legend of Philome-
la. Later, he proclaims himself to be the blind 
prophet Tiresias, who is a character from clas-
sical mythology. Again, the poet randomly de-
scribes a clerk seducing his typist lover, who is 
only glad that the encounter is over. Towards 

the end of the section, the poet is once again 
seen referring to Spenser’s “Prothalamion.” 
But this time, the poet makes an abrupt shift 
from the initial river scene to the final scene, 
where he presents Queen Elizabeth I in an am-
orous, perhaps erotic encounter with the Earl 
of Leicester. Then suddenly, the poet ends the 
section by quoting lines from St. Augustine’s 
Confessions. Once again, the poet returns to 
describing the sermon of Lord Buddha and 
closes the section. 

The fourth section of the poem, titled “Death 
by Water,” is the shortest section in The Waste-
land. Nothing, in particular, happens in this 
section except for a man, Phlebas, the Phoe-
nician drowning to death. The poet continues 
by saying that, finally in his death, he has let 
go of all his worldly cares and pleasures, as 
the creatures of the sea have pulled his body 
apart. This is the only section in the poem that 
consists of only one stanza. 

The last section of the poem, titled “What the 
Thunder Said,” is the most dramatic and com-
plex section in The Waste Land. It is complex 
both in terms of imagery and events. In this 
section, the legend of the Holy Grail makes 
its first appearance. This section also includes 
various allusions from various pieces of litera-
ture from around the world. This section does 
not just stick to Europe. It clears all the bound-
aries of Europe and moves halfway across 
the world to the Ganges. It is in this section 
that Eliot uses the Vedas and the Upanishads 
to reinforce his philosophy. The first half of 
the section takes the readers on a journey into 
an apocalyptic climax, where everything is 
destroyed, rebuilt, and destroyed again. He 
talks the same about Alexandria, Athens, Vi-
enne, London, etc. The image of a decaying 
chapel is used in this section to introduce the 
reader to the legend of the Holy Grail. After 
giving a brief description of the apocalyptic 
future and the Holy Grail, the poet takes the 
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readers halfway around the universe to the 
Ganges in India. This is where the rumbling 
of the thunder happens for the first time. Here 
he uses the legend of thunder as used in the 
Upanishads. According to these Hindu fables, 
the thunder “gives”, “sympathises”, and “con-
trols” through its “speech”. The speaker takes 
each of these aspects of the thunder and eluci-
dates them with examples. Between the differ-
ent roles of thunder, a meditation happens that 
brings about some sort of a recollection of the 
image of a fisherman sitting on the shore, pre-
paring for his impending death. Towards the 
end of the section, a series of unrelated liter-
ary references happen out of the bloom. This 
includes the lines from a children’s song, to al-
lusions from the Italian poet Dante Alighieri. 
It further extends to The Spanish Tragedy by 
Thomas Kyd. From here, the poet takes a leap 
to quote the Upanishads. He concludes The 
Waste Land with the lines “Datta, Dayathvam, 
Damyata, Shantih, Shantih, Shantih.” Thus, 
the poem ends in a particularly calm way, with 
the last lines representing ultimate bliss and 
peace of mind.

3.1.3.3 Analysis 

Modernism and Fragmentation

The Waste Land is regarded as the most in-
fluential poem of literary Modernism. Written 
in the aftermath of the First World War and 
published in 1922, the poem reflects the un-
certainty, confusion, and disillusionment that 
characterised the modern age. Unlike tradi-
tional poetry, which generally presents a co-
herent narrative and a stable point of view, 
Eliot deliberately employs fragmentation. The 
poem consists of broken scenes, disconnected 
conversations, sudden changes of speakers, 
and numerous literary and cultural references. 
This fragmented structure mirrors the frac-
tured condition of modern civilisation. Eliot 
believed that the modern world had lost its 

spiritual and cultural unity, and the fragment-
ed form of the poem becomes an artistic repre-
sentation of this condition. The apparent dis-
order of the poem is therefore not a weakness 
but a deliberate modernist technique designed 
to portray a world that has lost its centre.

The Waste Land as a Symbol of Modern 
Civilisation

The central symbol of the poem is the waste 
land itself. The title was inspired by the Grail 
legend and the story of the Fisher King, whose 
kingdom becomes barren because of his in-
jury and spiritual failure. Eliot transforms 
this ancient myth into a symbol of modern 
Europe after the First World War. The waste 
land represents a civilisation that has lost 
faith, purpose, and moral direction. It is not 
merely a physical desert but a spiritual desert 
where people live without meaningful rela-
tionships or religious conviction. The barren 
landscapes, dry rocks, dead trees, and pol-
luted rivers that appear throughout the poem 
symbolise the spiritual emptiness of modern 
humanity. The poem suggests that modern ci-
vilisation has become materially advanced but 
spiritually exhausted.

Post-War Disillusionment

One of the major themes of the poem is post-
war disillusionment. The First World War 
shattered the optimism and confidence that 
many people had placed in progress, science, 
and civilisation. The war demonstrated that 
modern technology could be used for mass 
destruction rather than human improvement. 
Eliot presents a world filled with despair, fear, 
and uncertainty. The crowds crossing London 
Bridge resemble living ghosts rather than ac-
tive participants in life. Human existence ap-
pears mechanical and purposeless. The poem 
captures the mood of an entire generation that 
witnessed the collapse of traditional values 
and struggled to find meaning in a chaotic 
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world. As many critics have observed, The 
Waste Land became the voice of the post-war 
generation and expressed its sense of hope-
lessness more powerfully than any other liter-
ary work of the period.

Spiritual Barrenness and Moral Decay

Spiritual barrenness is the dominant theme 
of the poem. Eliot portrays a society that has 
become disconnected from religious faith and 
moral values. The modern world is shown as 
spiritually sterile, incapable of producing gen-
uine human fulfilment. Throughout the poem, 
images of drought, dryness, and infertility 
symbolise this condition. The absence of wa-
ter represents the absence of spiritual vitali-
ty. People continue to live, work, and interact 
with one another, but their lives lack emotion-
al depth and spiritual purpose. Eliot suggests 
that modern humanity suffers from a profound 
inner emptiness. The physical wasteland be-
comes a metaphor for the spiritual wasteland 
within the human soul.

The Mythical Method

One of Eliot's greatest innovations in The 
Waste Land is his use of the mythical meth-
od. This technique involves interpreting 
contemporary reality through ancient myths 
and legends. Eliot was greatly influenced by 
James Frazer's The Golden Bough and Jes-
sie Weston's From Ritual to Romance. These 
works provided him with the myths and fertil-
ity rituals that form the structural basis of the 
poem. Eliot uses these myths not merely as 
decorative references but as organising prin-
ciples that help impose order upon modern 
chaos. By connecting modern experiences 
with ancient stories, Eliot demonstrates that 
the problems of the modern world are part of 
a larger and recurring human condition. The 
mythical method gives depth and universality 
to the poem and became one of the defining 
techniques of modernist literature.

The Fisher King Myth

The legend of the Fisher King plays a crucial 
role in the poem. In the Grail legend, the king 
suffers from a wound that renders both him 
and his kingdom infertile. The land can only 
be restored when the appropriate spiritual 
quest is completed. Eliot adapts this myth to 
represent modern civilisation. The wounded 
king symbolises humanity's spiritual sick-
ness, while the barren kingdom symbolises 
the moral and cultural decline of the modern 
world. The quest for the Holy Grail becomes 
a symbolic search for spiritual renewal and re-
demption. Through this myth, Eliot suggests 
that regeneration remains possible, but it re-
quires profound moral and spiritual transfor-
mation.

The Theme of Death and Rebirth

Death and rebirth form one of the central para-
doxes of the poem. The poem repeatedly pres-
ents images of death, decay, and destruction, 
yet these images often imply the possibility of 
renewal. The opening line, "April is the cru-
ellest month," reverses the traditional associ-
ation of spring with life and renewal. Spring 
becomes painful because it awakens memo-
ries and desires in a spiritually dead world. 
Throughout the poem, Eliot explores the re-
lationship between destruction and regenera-
tion. The death of Phlebas in "Death by Wa-
ter" may be interpreted not merely as physical 
death but also as a form of purification. The 
poem ultimately suggests that spiritual rebirth 
can emerge from suffering and self-aware-
ness. This possibility of regeneration gives 
the poem a note of cautious hope despite its 
generally bleak atmosphere.

Tiresias as the Central Consciousness

Among the many characters in the poem, Tire-
sias occupies a unique position. Eliot himself 
stated that Tiresias is the most important fig-
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ure in The Waste Land. Tiresias is the blind 
prophet from Greek mythology who has ex-
perienced life both as a man and as a woman. 
Because of this dual identity, he transcends or-
dinary human limitations. In the poem, Tire-
sias observes the various scenes and experi-
ences that make up modern life. He witnesses 
the mechanical encounter between the typist 
and the clerk, and his presence helps unify the 
poem's diverse episodes. Tiresias functions as 
a universal observer who embodies the col-
lective experience of humanity. Through him, 
Eliot connects different times, places, and per-
spectives into a single vision of human exis-
tence.

Sexual Degeneration and Sterility

A major cause of spiritual decay in the poem 
is the degeneration of human relationships. 
Eliot repeatedly portrays sexuality as mechan-
ical, loveless, and devoid of genuine emo-
tional connection. The relationship between 
the typist and the clerk in "The Fire Sermon" 
illustrates this condition. Their encounter is 
entirely routine and lacking in affection. The 
typist feels neither pleasure nor pain and sim-
ply resumes her ordinary activities after the 
event. Similarly, the story of Lil in "A Game 
of Chess" reveals the physical and emotional 
consequences of a life reduced to biological 
survival. These episodes illustrate Eliot's be-
lief that modern society has separated sexu-
ality from love, responsibility, and spiritual 
meaning. The result is emotional sterility and 
moral decline.

Symbolism in the Poem

Symbolism is one of the most important fea-
tures of The Waste Land. Nearly every image 
in the poem carries symbolic significance. 
The waste land itself symbolises spiritual des-
olation and cultural decay. Water is a complex 
symbol representing both destruction and pu-
rification. The drowning of Phlebas demon-

strates water's destructive power, while the 
longing for rain reflects humanity's desire for 
spiritual renewal. Rocks and deserts symbol-
ise sterility and the absence of life. Fire sym-
bolises destructive passion but also purifica-
tion. Thunder represents divine wisdom and 
spiritual revelation. The Hyacinth Girl sym-
bolises lost love and the possibility of emo-
tional fulfilment. The Fisher King symbolises 
the wounded condition of modern humanity. 
Through this network of symbols, Eliot cre-
ates a rich and multilayered poetic structure 
that rewards repeated reading.

Eastern Philosophy and Spiritual Renewal

One of the most remarkable aspects of the 
poem is its incorporation of Eastern philoso-
phy. Eliot moves beyond the boundaries of Eu-
ropean culture and draws upon Buddhist and 
Hindu traditions. The title "The Fire Sermon" 
refers to Buddha's sermon on overcoming de-
sire and attachment. The final section of the 
poem incorporates teachings from the Upani-
shads. The thunder speaks three commands: 
"Datta" (Give), "Dayadhvam" (Sympathise), 
and "Damyata" (Control). These teachings 
offer a spiritual solution to the problems of 
modern civilisation. They encourage generos-
ity, compassion, and self-discipline as means 
of overcoming selfishness and fragmenta-
tion. The concluding word "Shantih" signifies 
peace and spiritual fulfilment. Through these 
Eastern teachings, Eliot suggests a path to-
ward regeneration and inner harmony.

Use of Allusions

The poem is famous for its extensive use of 
allusions. Eliot draws upon an extraordinary 
range of sources, including Greek mytholo-
gy, the Bible, Shakespeare, Dante, Buddhism, 
Hindu scriptures, medieval legends, French 
symbolism, and English literature. These al-
lusions create a sense of cultural continuity 
and demonstrate the richness of human civil-
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isation. At the same time, they emphasise the 
contrast between the vitality of the past and 
the fragmentation of the present. Although 
the large number of allusions can make the 
poem difficult, they contribute significantly to 
its depth and complexity. The poem becomes 
a meeting place for different cultures, tradi-
tions, and historical periods.

Imagery and Juxtaposition

Eliot’s imagery is vivid, striking, and often 
disturbing. Images of drought, decay, pollut-
ed rivers, broken cities, dead trees, and empty 
landscapes dominate the poem. These images 
create an atmosphere of spiritual exhaustion. 
Eliot frequently employs juxtaposition by 
placing contrasting images and scenes side by 
side. Ancient myths appear alongside modern 
urban life. Sacred traditions are contrasted 
with trivial contemporary experiences. Ro-
mantic ideals are juxtaposed with mechanical 
sexual encounters. These contrasts highlight 
the decline of modern civilisation and rein-
force the poem's central themes.

Multiple Voices and Dramatic Technique

Another significant feature of the poem is its 
use of multiple voices. Instead of relying on 
a single narrator, Eliot presents a series of 
speakers from different social classes, histori-
cal periods, and cultural backgrounds. Aristo-
cratic women, pub customers, prophets, myth-
ological figures, and ordinary city dwellers all 
contribute to the poem's texture. This dramat-
ic technique creates a polyphonic structure in 
which numerous perspectives coexist. The va-
riety of voices reflects the diversity and frag-
mentation of modern experience while also 
contributing to the richness of the poem.

Language and Style

Eliot’s language combines poetic beauty with 
everyday speech. Elevated literary references 

coexist with ordinary conversation and pop-
ular songs. The poem shifts rapidly between 
different styles, tones, and languages. This 
stylistic diversity reflects the complexity of 
modern civilisation. The poem also demon-
strates Eliot's mastery of rhythm and imagery. 
Despite its apparent disorder, the language 
possesses remarkable precision and musical-
ity. The mixture of literary traditions and con-
temporary speech became one of the defining 
characteristics of modernist poetry.

Structure and Unity

At first glance, The Waste Land appears frag-
mented and disjointed. However, beneath its 
surface complexity lies a carefully organised 
structure. The five sections are connected 
through recurring images, symbols, themes, 
and myths. Repeated references to water, 
drought, death, rebirth, fertility, and spiritual 
barrenness create a sense of unity. The poem's 
structure is not strictly linear or progressive. 
Instead, it moves in a circular or spiral pattern, 
continually returning to the same concerns 
from different perspectives.

Critics such as Helen Gardner have pointed 
out that the poem does not move in a circle but 
in a spiral, probing deeper and deeper into the 
modern malaise. The structure is built upon a 
series of scenes from modern life, set against 
the background of myths derived from From 
Ritual to Romance and The Golden Bough. 
These scenes are enriched by Eliot's vast 
store of literary references and psychologi-
cal insights. The repeated appearance of im-
ages such as crowds, footsteps, thunder, rain, 
bells, bones, rats, and barren landscapes helps 
to unify the poem and create what has often 
been called a “music of ideas.” The structural 
basis of the poem rests upon a major contrast 
between life and death. Life devoid of spiri-
tual meaning becomes a form of death, while 
sacrifice and suffering may become pathways 
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to renewal and rebirth. The poem continual-
ly explores this paradox through its various 

characters, situations, and symbols.

Section 4 
 “In Memory of W. B. Yeats” - W. H. Auden

Discussion 

3.1.4.1 W. H. Auden and “In Memory of 
W. B. Yeats”

Wystan Hugh Auden was one of the most in-
fluential English poets of the twentieth cen-
tury. Born in York, England, he emerged as 
the leading voice of the poets of the 1930s, 
a generation deeply concerned with political, 
social, and psychological issues. His poetry 
combines intellectual depth with technical 
brilliance and reflects his engagement with 
history, politics, religion, and human relation-
ships. Auden was associated with a group of 
writers that included Stephen Spender, Lou-
is MacNeice, and C. Day-Lewis. During the 
1930s, he wrote poems that addressed so-
cial injustice, war, and the political tensions 
of Europe. Later, after moving to the United 
States in 1939, his poetry became more phil-
osophical and spiritual in outlook. His major 
works include “Spain”, “September 1, 1939”, 
“Musee des Beaux Arts”, “The Shield of 
Achilles”, and “In Memory of W. B. Yeats”. 
Auden's poetry is characterised by clarity of 
thought, irony, conversational language, and 
mastery of a wide range of poetic forms. He 
combined traditional techniques with modern 
concerns and became one of the most respect-
ed literary figures of the twentieth century. His 
works continue to be admired for their insight 
into human nature and their exploration of the 
relationship between art and society.

“In Memory of W. B. Yeats” is one of Auden's 
most celebrated elegies. It was written on the 
death of the great Irish poet W. B. Yeats, who 
died in France in January 1939 at the age of 

seventy-three. The poem was first published 
in Auden's collection Another Time (1940). 
Yeats was widely regarded as one of the great-
est poets of the twentieth century, and many 
younger poets, including Auden, admired his 
achievements despite differences in their be-
liefs and artistic outlook. The poem is divid-
ed into three sections of unequal length. Al-
though it is an elegy, Auden departs from the 
conventions of the traditional pastoral elegy. 
Instead of presenting nature as mourning the 
poet's death, Auden shows nature continuing 
its ordinary course without interruption. The 
poet's death does not affect the movement of 
rivers, the behaviour of animals, or the rou-
tines of everyday life. This realistic treatment 
gives the poem a distinctly modern character.

The poem explores the significance of poetry, 
the relationship between art and life, and the 
lasting influence of a poet after death. While 
Auden does not idealise Yeats as a flawless 
hero, he recognises the enduring power of 
his art. The poem ultimately argues that po-
etry survives not because it changes political 
events or social conditions directly, but be-
cause it enriches human consciousness and 
transforms the inner lives of people. The el-
egy thus becomes both a tribute to Yeats and 
a profound meditation on the role of poetry in 
the modern world.

3.1.4.2 Summary of “In Memory of W. B. 
Yeats”

This "occasional" poem, written to mourn the 
death of W. B. Yeats, one of the outstanding 
poets of the twentieth century, was first pub-
lished in Auden's Another Time (1940). Yeats 
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died in France in January 1939, in his sev-
enty-fourth year. The poets of the 1930s rec-
ognised him as the greatest poet of their age. 
As G. S. Fraser points out, "C. Day-Lewis 
imitated his style extensively; Auden himself 
modelled ‘September 1, 1939’ very much on 
Yeats's 'Easter 1916'; MacNeice wrote a good 
short critical study of Yeats, and Spender was 
greatly influenced by him." Yet the poets of 
Auden's group were "a little embarrassed by 
having to admire so much a poet who be-
lieved in so many things they did not believe 
in: magic, reincarnation, a cyclical theory of 
history, romantic love, and the good society as 
consisting of aristocrats and peasants."

The poem, divided into three sections of vary-
ing lengths, is a conscious subversion of the 

traditional conventions of the pastoral elegy. 
The elegiac conventions are treated ironically. 
Traditionally, in an elegy, all nature is repre-
sented as mourning the death of a great man. 
Here, however, nature continues its course, 
indifferent and unaffected. The poet's death 
goes unnoticed by both man and nature. Hu-
man life goes on as usual, and so does nature. 
Secondly, in the traditional elegy, the dead 
person is glorified and his death is presented 
as a great loss to mankind. Auden, however, 
does not glorify Yeats. He even goes to the ex-
tent of calling him "silly" and remarks that his 
poetry could "make nothing happen." "Ireland 
has her madness and her weather still." Thus 
Auden reverses traditional elegiac values and 
treats them with irony.

Fig. 3.1.5 The Poetic Immortality in Auden's “In Memory of W. B. Yeats”

First Section

The first section of the elegy deals with the 
actual day of Yeats's death. "He disappeared 
in the dead of winter." Yeats died on a day 

of severe cold. Brooks were frozen, airports 
were deserted, and public statues were disfig-
ured by snow. By evening, the mercury in the 
barometer had fallen still lower, indicating a 
further drop in temperature.
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"O all the instruments agree."

The day of his death was a dark and cold day.

Being a modern poet, Auden draws his imag-
ery from city life and incorporates the facts of 
modern existence. Nature continues its course 
indifferently, without concern for the poet 
who has passed away. Wolves run through the 
forests as usual, and rivers continue to flow 
through the countryside. The poet dies, but his 
poems and his art continue to live. Art is not 
affected by the death of the artist.

“By mourning tongues

The death of the poet was kept from his po-
ems.”

Auden thus emphasises the permanence of 
Yeats's art.

The day of his death was the last day of Yeats's 
life in this world. Nurses moved busily about, 
and people spoke of his illness and imminent 
death. Yeats is described as an emperor, and 
his body as his empire. His body and mind 
revolted against his authority, and dissolution 
and disintegration set in. First, the outlying 
parts of his empire, his hands and feet, became 
numb and insensitive. Gradually, this numb-
ness spread through the rest of the body. He 
became unconscious, and so “the current of 
his feeling failed.” He was dead. Henceforth, 
he would be what people thought of him and 
his poetry. His poetry would undergo transfor-
mation through the successive interpretations 
and evaluations of future readers.

Yeats’s poetry is spread far and wide across 
the countries of the world like the ashes of the 
dead. It will be read in unfamiliar lands and 
judged according to foreign tastes and stan-
dards. In this way, his poetry, the words of the 
dead, will be modified by the living, although 
it could not change either the course of nature 
or the course of human life. Business in the 

marketplace continues as usual. The poor still 
suffer, and people remain as selfish as ever. 
Only a few thousand admirers will remember 
the day casually as one on which something 
unusual happened.

Second Section

In the second section, Auden stresses that Yeats 
was a human being like everyone else, with 
ordinary follies and weaknesses. There was 
nothing extraordinary about him. Throughout 
this section, there are ironic contrasts with the 
conventions of the traditional elegy. Auden 
suggests that Yeats became a poet because of 
his desire to serve his country and bring about 
a revival of its art and literature. “Mad Ireland 
hurt him into poetry.”  Yet his poetry could not 
alter the destiny of the Irish people. “Now Ire-
land has her madness and her weather still.” 
As a matter of fact, “poetry makes nothing 
happen.”

Now Yeats is dead. The women who ad-
mired and flattered him, Lady Gregory, Olivia 
Shakespear, and Dorothy Wellesley, are also 
dead. Yet his poetry survives:

“It survives,

A way of happening, a mouth.”

Poetry survives the death of the poet. How-
ever, it survives not merely because of what 
the poet said, but because of the way he said 
it. It is the language, the art, the manner, the 
“mouth” that matter, rather than the content 
alone.

Third Section

The third and final section of the poem is the 
most formal. Time will pardon Kipling and 
his views. It will pardon Claudel for being on 
the wrong side during the Spanish Civil War. 
Similarly, it will pardon Yeats for any foolish 
opinions he may have expressed. Time “wor-
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ships language”, and for the sake of great lan-
guage it can forgive the faults of the individu-
al, faults such as cowardice, pride, vanity, and 
conceit. Europe is gripped by the fear of war. 
Bloodthirsty leaders threaten one another, 
and nations live in isolation and constant sus-
picion. Human hearts have become dry and 
empty of sympathy and fellow feeling.

It is great art alone that can illuminate and 
transform the human soul. Art enables the 
fountain of love and sympathy to flow once 
again. The poet’s acceptance of life and his 
zest for living can fertilise the human spirit 
and teach people to accept life and rejoice in 
it as a great gift:

“With the farming of a verse

Make a vineyard of the curse,

Sing of human unsuccess

In a rapture of distress.”

Thus art possesses a transforming and en-
abling influence upon the human soul.

Auden does not exalt Yeats as a hero or as an 
extraordinary genius. Instead, he emphasises 
the real value and significance of Yeats's poet-
ry, even during times of crisis. Yeats is not to 
be worshipped as a man, for all human beings 
are made of the same common clay. Rather, he 
is to be valued and honoured for the greatness 
of his art and language. Auden's elegiac atti-
tude is therefore more realistic than that of the 
conventional elegy.

The first section of the poem is written in 
iambic lines of unequal length, divided into 
verse blocks of varying size, without creating 
the impression of free verse. There are ex-
amples of feminine endings such as “forests” 
and “poems”, and half-rhymes such as “ru-
mours” and “admirers”. Yet the overall effect 
is one of deliberate looseness and controlled  

casualness. The blank verse of the second 
section is comparatively conventional. The 
seven-syllable lines of the final section move 
with greater formality, resembling a funeral 
march, with a balance between major and mi-
nor stresses.

John Fuller remarks that the poem “teaches 
the freeman how to praise”, that is, how to 
value order above disorder, even if that order 
exists only in art. The thematic strength of this 
remarkable poem lies in its balancing of two 
truths: that poetry, in the world of material and 
political action, can do almost nothing, and 
yet, in the world of the spirit and man's tran-
scendence of fate, can do almost everything. 
There are few finer examples in English liter-
ature of irony functioning as celebration.

Joseph Warren Beach is on uncertain ground 
when he suggests that “In Memory of W. B. 
Yeats” and “September 1, 1939” are among 
the poems that offer “earnest, direct, and man-
ly expression of the poet’s personal feelings.” 
In Auden's poetry, one can rarely be certain 
that the speaker is Auden himself. Throughout 
his career, he demonstrated remarkable skill 
in speaking through a wide variety of dramat-
ic personae. Therefore, the use of an intimate 
and personal tone does not necessarily imply 
direct self-expression by the poet.

3.1.4.3 Analysis - as a Modern Elegy

Auden's “In Memory of W. B. Yeats” is re-
garded as one of the finest modern elegies in 
English literature. While it mourns the death 
of W. B. Yeats, it differs significantly from the 
traditional elegies of poets such as Milton, 
Shelley, and Tennyson. Instead of following 
conventional elegiac patterns of grief, praise, 
and consolation, Auden reshapes the form to 
suit the modern age. The poem reflects the 
scepticism, irony, and intellectual complexi-
ty of twentieth-century literature, making it a 
distinctly modern elegy.
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One of the most important modern features 
of the poem is its rejection of the tradition-
al pastoral setting. In classical and pastoral 
elegies, nature mourns the death of the poet. 
In Milton's Lycidas and Shelley's Adonais, 
mountains, rivers, flowers, and birds partici-
pate in the expression of grief. Auden com-
pletely reverses this convention. When Yeats 
dies, nature remains indifferent. Wolves con-
tinue their movement through the forests, riv-
ers flow as usual, and everyday life proceeds 
without interruption. The world does not stop 
to mourn the poet. This indifference reflects 
the modern belief that nature is not emotion-
ally connected to human suffering.

Another modern aspect of the poem is its re-
fusal to idealise the dead poet. Traditional el-
egies often glorify the deceased and present 
him as a heroic or almost saintly figure. Auden 
avoids such exaggerated praise. He presents 
Yeats as a human being with strengths and 
weaknesses. He even refers to him as "silly" 
and acknowledges that many of Yeats's polit-
ical and personal beliefs were questionable. 
This realistic treatment of the dead poet is 
characteristic of modern literature, which pre-
fers truth and complexity to idealisation.

The poem also reflects the modern concern 
with the limitations of art. Auden famously 
states, "Poetry makes nothing happen." This 
statement appears to deny the practical power 
of poetry to change society or influence po-
litical events. Yeats devoted much of his life 
to Irish nationalism and cultural revival, yet 
Ireland remains unchanged after his death. 
This sceptical view contrasts sharply with 
the Romantic belief in the power of poetry to 
transform the world. However, Auden does 
not completely dismiss poetry. He argues that 
while poetry may not alter political realities, 
it survives as "a way of happening, a mouth." 
Thus, the poem presents a balanced and mod-
ern understanding of the role of art.

The historical background of the poem further 
strengthens its modern character. Yeats died 
in 1939 when Europe was on the brink of the 
Second World War. The final section of the 
poem reflects a continent filled with fear, vi-
olence, and political uncertainty. Nations live 
in isolation, and humanity seems threatened 
by hatred and destruction. Against this dark 
background, Auden asks what role poetry can 
play in preserving human values. The elegy 
therefore becomes more than a personal trib-
ute to Yeats; it becomes a meditation on art 
and civilisation during a time of crisis.

Another characteristic of the modern elegy 
is its intellectual and philosophical nature. 
Traditional elegies usually move from grief 
to consolation through religious faith. Auden 
offers no such simple consolation. Instead, he 
reflects on the relationship between art, time, 
history, and human mortality. He argues that 
time may forgive the faults of great writers be-
cause it values artistic achievement above per-
sonal imperfections. The poem seeks consola-
tion not in religion but in the enduring power 
of language and artistic creation.

The structure and style of the poem also reveal 
its modernity. The elegy is divided into three 
sections, each employing a different tone and 
verse form. The first section records the facts 
surrounding Yeats's death, the second evalu-
ates his life and poetry, and the third reflects 
on the significance of art in a troubled world. 
This varied structure replaces the smooth and 
unified movement of traditional elegies. Aud-
en also employs modern imagery drawn from 
airports, hospitals, barometers, and city life 
rather than the rural landscapes of pastoral 
poetry.

The poem is rich in irony, another hallmark 
of modern literature. Auden mourns Yeats 
while simultaneously questioning the value 
of poetry and exposing the limitations of the 
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poet himself. The elegy praises Yeats's artistic 
achievement without turning him into a myth-
ic hero. This ironic balance between admira-
tion and criticism gives the poem its distinc-
tive modern tone.

Thus, “In Memory of W. B. Yeats” is a mod-
ern elegy because it rejects conventional ele-
giac patterns, avoids sentimental glorification, 

presents a realistic view of death, questions 
the social effectiveness of poetry, and reflects 
the anxieties of the modern world. At the same 
time, it affirms the enduring value of art and 
language. Through its irony, intellectual depth, 
and historical awareness, the poem transforms 
the traditional elegy into a form suitable for 
the twentieth century.

Section -5  
“Poem in October”  - Dylan Thomas

Discussion 

3.1.5 Dylan Thomas and “Poem in 
October”

Dylan Thomas (1914–1953) was one of the 
most distinctive voices in twentieth-century 
poetry and the most celebrated Welsh poet of 
the modern period. His poetry is known for its 
musical language, vivid imagery, emotional 
intensity, and deep engagement with nature, 
childhood, life, and death. Unlike many mod-
ernist poets who emphasised intellectual com-
plexity and fragmentation, Thomas employed 
rich symbolism and lyrical expression to ex-
plore universal human experiences. His works 
reveal a profound awareness of the intercon-
nectedness of all living things and often com-
bine personal memories with larger reflections 
on time, mortality, and the natural world.

Born in Swansea, Wales, Thomas developed 
an early interest in literature and began writ-
ing poetry during his adolescence. Welsh folk-
lore, mythology, religious traditions, and the 
natural landscapes of Wales exerted a lasting 
influence on his imagination. He was also 
influenced by the metaphysical poets, par-
ticularly John Donne, whose use of paradox, 
conceits, and striking imagery can be seen in 
Thomas's poetry. In addition, writers such as 

W. B. Yeats, D. H. Lawrence, James Joyce, 
and Gerard Manley Hopkins contributed to 
the development of his poetic style.

Thomas’s poetry is characterised by its inno-
vative language and highly imaginative use of 
metaphor. He frequently employed unusual 
word combinations, symbolic patterns, and 
musical rhythms to create a unique poetic 
voice. Collections such as 18 Poems, Twen-
ty-Five Poems, and Deaths and Entrances 
established his reputation as one of the most 
original poets of his generation. Among his 
most celebrated poems are “Fern Hill,” “Do 
Not Go Gentle into That Good Night,” “Poem 
in October,” and “And Death Shall Have No 
Dominion.”

“Poem in October,” first published in Deaths 
and Entrances (1946), is one of Thomas's 
finest lyrical poems. Written on the occasion 
of his thirtieth birthday, the poem records a 
solitary walk through the Welsh countryside 
and develops into a meditation on memory, 
childhood, nature, and the passage of time. 
As the poet moves through the landscape, the 
sights and sounds of nature awaken memories 
of his childhood and allow him to experience 
a moment of spiritual renewal. The poem 
combines personal reflection with rich natural 
imagery and celebrates the enduring power of 
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memory to reconnect the adult self with the 
innocence and wonder of childhood. Through 
its lyrical beauty and emotional depth, “Poem 

in October” remains one of Dylan Thomas's 
most admired achievements.

3.1.5.1 Summary of “Poem in October”

Fig. 3.1.6 Nature, Memory, and Renewal in Dylan Thomas's “Poem in October”

The Birthday Morning and the Call of  
Nature

The poem begins on the poet's thirtieth birth-
day. Instead of celebrating the occasion with 
other people, the speaker wakes early in the 
morning and feels drawn towards the natural 
world. The quiet harbour, the neighbouring 
woods, the birds, the sea, and the boats create 
a harmonious atmosphere that seems to wel-
come and celebrate his birthday. The town is 
still asleep, but nature is already awake and 
active. The sounds of water, seabirds, and the 
movement of boats create a sense of vitali-
ty and joy. The poet feels a deep connection 
with the natural world and decides to leave the 
town behind in order to explore the country-
side.

As he begins his walk, the birds appear to 
call out his name, and the landscape seems to 

participate in his celebration. The poet experi-
ences a sense of freedom and happiness as he 
moves away from the ordinary routines of dai-
ly life. The journey becomes more than a sim-
ple walk. It gradually develops into a spiritual 
and imaginative experience that allows him to 
enter a world shaped by memory and wonder.

The Journey into Memory and Childhood

As the poet continues his walk, he climbs a 
hill overlooking the harbour and the surround-
ing countryside. The higher he ascends, the 
smaller the town appears beneath him. The 
ordinary world begins to fade, and he enters 
a landscape transformed by imagination and 
memory. The changing weather and the beau-
ty of the natural surroundings create an atmo-
sphere that seems almost magical. The poet 
observes flocks of birds, autumn sunlight, rain 
clouds, woods, and distant fields. These sights 
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awaken memories of his childhood. Nature 
appears timeless, preserving experiences that 
remain alive within his memory. As he looks 
across the landscape, he recalls the happiness 
and innocence of his younger years. He re-
members walking through these places as a 
child and experiencing the world with wonder 
and curiosity.

The journey becomes a movement not only 
through physical space but also through time. 
The adult poet reconnects with the child he 
once was. The memories are so vivid that 
he feels the emotions of childhood returning 
to him. The landscape becomes a bridge be-
tween past and present, allowing him to re-
cover a sense of joy that adulthood has partly 
diminished.

The Vision of a Blessed World

As the poet reaches a higher point on the hill, 
the ordinary features of the landscape appear 
transformed. The harbour, church, and castle 
become distant and dreamlike. Political, so-
cial, and material concerns disappear from 
his awareness. Instead, he perceives a world 
filled with beauty, harmony, and spiritual 
significance. The changing seasons seem to 
merge together. Autumn gives way to images 
of spring and summer. Flowers bloom, fruits 
ripen, and the countryside appears full of life. 
The poet experiences a vision of nature that 
transcends ordinary reality. This world is not 
limited by time, age, or human concerns. It 
is a realm of imagination where childhood 
innocence and natural beauty coexist. The 
poet realises that nature has always been a 
source of wisdom and inspiration. The land-
scape reminds him of lessons learned during 
childhood and of the deep emotional bond 
he shares with the natural world. For a brief 
moment, he feels completely united with the 
beauty around him.

The Recovery of Childhood Joy

The memories awakened by the landscape be-
come increasingly powerful. The poet recalls 
the woods, rivers, sea, birds, and fields that 
formed part of his childhood world. He re-
members himself as a young boy discovering 
the mysteries of nature and finding joy in its 
presence. These recollections move him deep-
ly. He feels that the child he once was contin-
ues to live within him. The happiness, wonder, 
and innocence of childhood have not entirely 
disappeared. Instead, they remain preserved 
in memory and can be recovered through en-
counters with nature. The poet recognises that 
the mysteries which fascinated him as a child 
are still present in the natural world. The birds 
continue to sing, the rivers continue to flow, 
and the landscape continues to inspire won-
der. Through memory, he reconnects with a 
more authentic and joyful part of himself.

Return to Reality and the Hope for Renewal

The poem concludes with the poet's aware-
ness that this visionary experience cannot last 
forever. The weather changes, and the magical 
atmosphere begins to fade. The adult world 
gradually reappears. The poet recognises that 
he is now thirty years old and can no longer 
remain permanently in the world of childhood 
innocence. Nevertheless, the experience has 
renewed him. He has rediscovered the joy and 
wonder that once shaped his life. Although he 
must return to ordinary reality, he hopes that 
the truth of his heart and the happiness he has 
experienced will remain alive within him. 
Standing on the hill, he offers a final prayer 
that this spirit of joy may continue to be re-
newed with each passing year. The poem ends 
on a note of gratitude, hope, and affirmation, 
celebrating the enduring power of memory, 
nature, and childhood to enrich human life.
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3.1.5.2 Analysis 

A Celebration of Nature

“Poem in October” is one of Dylan Thomas's 
finest nature poems. It presents nature as a 
living and benevolent presence that nurtures 
the human spirit. From the opening lines, the 
natural world appears to participate in the cel-
ebration of the poet’s birthday. Birds, rivers, 
woods, clouds, sunlight, and rain combine 
to create an atmosphere of joy and harmo-
ny. Nature is not merely a background set-
ting but an active force that guides the poet 
towards self-discovery and spiritual renewal. 
Thomas portrays nature as a source of beau-
ty, wisdom, and emotional healing. The poet’s 
journey through the landscape allows him to 
escape the pressures of ordinary life and re-
connect with deeper aspects of his personality. 
Throughout the poem, nature functions as a 
bridge between the present and the past, en-
abling the speaker to recover the innocence 
and wonder of childhood.

The Theme of Childhood

Childhood occupies a central place in the 
poem. As the speaker walks through the coun-
tryside on his thirtieth birthday, memories of 
his early years gradually return to him. The 
landscape awakens forgotten experiences and 
emotions that remain preserved within his 
memory. For Thomas, childhood represents a 
state of innocence, imagination, and harmony 
with nature. The child experiences the world 
with wonder and curiosity, free from the bur-
dens and disappointments of adulthood. The 
poet recalls the happiness he once found in the 
natural world and realises that these memories 
continue to shape his identity.Unlike many 
writers who portray childhood merely as a 
stage of life that has passed, Thomas presents 
it as a permanent source of spiritual strength. 
The child remains alive within the adult self, 

and the recovery of childhood vision becomes 
an important form of renewal.

Memory as a Creative Force

Memory is one of the most important themes 
of the poem. The poet’s walk through the 
countryside becomes a journey into his own 
past. The sights and sounds of nature awak-
en vivid recollections that allow him to relive 
moments from childhood. The poem suggests 
that memory is not simply a record of past 
events. Instead, it functions as a creative force 
that transforms ordinary experience. Through 
memory, the poet enters a world where past 
and present merge together. The boundaries 
of time disappear, and childhood experiences 
become part of his present reality. The poet 
shows how memory enriches human life by 
preserving moments of beauty and happiness. 
The poem celebrates the power of recollec-
tion to overcome the limitations of time and 
restore emotional vitality.

The Journey Motif

The poem is structured around a symbolic 
journey. On the surface, the poet undertakes a 
walk through the countryside on his birthday. 
On a deeper level, however, the journey rep-
resents a movement from adulthood to child-
hood, from reality to imagination, and from 
ordinary awareness to spiritual insight.As the 
poet climbs the hill, he gradually leaves be-
hind the familiar world of daily life. The town 
below becomes smaller, and the landscape as-
sumes a dreamlike quality. This ascent sym-
bolises a movement towards a higher level of 
understanding. The journey ultimately leads 
to self-discovery. By revisiting the landscapes 
of his childhood, the poet gains a deeper ap-
preciation of his own identity and the experi-
ences that have shaped his life.
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Time and the Passage of Life

The poem explores the relationship between 
time, ageing, and memory. The occasion of the 
poet's thirtieth birthday naturally invites re-
flection upon the passage of years. The speaker 
is aware that he has moved beyond childhood 
and entered adulthood. However, the poem 
does not present ageing as a purely negative 
experience. Instead, the poet suggests that the 
past remains alive through memory. Although 
time moves forward, important experiences 
continue to exist within the human mind and 
imagination. The merging of different seasons 
within the poem further emphasises the fluid 
nature of time. Autumn, spring, and summer 
appear together, creating a timeless landscape 
where past and present coexist. This treatment 
of time reflects the poet's belief that memory 
can overcome temporal boundaries.

Imagery and Symbolism

The poem is rich in visual and auditory im-
agery. Thomas creates vivid pictures of birds, 
rivers, woods, hills, clouds, sunlight, rain, 
flowers, and fruit. These images appeal strong-
ly to the senses and contribute to the poem's 
musical and lyrical quality. Many of these im-
ages possess symbolic significance. The hill 
symbolises spiritual elevation and self-dis-
covery. The birds represent freedom, joy, and 
the vitality of nature. The changing seasons 
symbolise the different stages of human life. 
Rain often functions as a symbol of renewal 
and emotional cleansing. The landscape itself 
becomes a symbol of the poet's inner world. 
As he moves through the countryside, he si-
multaneously explores his own memories and 
emotions.

The Fusion of Reality and Imagination

One of the most distinctive features of the 
poem is its blending of reality and imagi-
nation. The poet begins with an actual walk 

through the Welsh countryside, but the jour-
ney gradually becomes visionary and dream-
like. The landscape changes according to the 
poet’s emotional and imaginative responses. 
Ordinary places acquire symbolic signifi-
cance, and natural phenomena appear almost 
magical. The boundaries between external re-
ality and internal experience become blurred. 
This fusion of reality and imagination reflects 
Thomas's poetic method. He seeks not merely 
to describe the world but to reveal its deeper 
emotional and spiritual meanings.

Musicality and Language

Dylan Thomas is renowned for the musical 
quality of his poetry, and “Poem in October” 
provides an excellent example of this char-
acteristic. The poem contains rich rhythms, 
alliteration, assonance, internal rhyme, and 
carefully chosen sound patterns. The lan-
guage often resembles song rather than or-
dinary speech. Repeated sounds and flowing 
rhythms create a sense of movement that mir-
rors the poet's journey through the landscape. 
The musical texture of the poem enhances its 
emotional power and contributes to its lyrical 
beauty. Thomas's diction is imaginative and 
highly expressive. His unusual combinations 
of words create fresh perceptions and encour-
age readers to experience familiar objects in 
new ways.

Romantic Influences

The poem reveals the influence of the Roman-
tic tradition. Like poets such as William Word-
sworth, Thomas views nature as a source of 
spiritual insight and emotional renewal. Both 
poets emphasise the importance of childhood 
memories and the relationship between the 
human mind and the natural world. Howev-
er, Thomas adapts these Romantic concerns 
to a modern context. His language is more  
complex and symbolic, and his treatment of 
memory is often more imaginative and vision-

SG
O

U



108 SGOU - SLM - BA English (Honours) - English Literature from 1900 to 1945

ary. Nevertheless, the poem clearly reflects 
Romantic faith in the healing power of nature.

Surrealistic Elements in the Poem

Although “Poem in October” is primarily a 
nature poem and a meditation on memory, it 
also displays certain features associated with 
Surrealism. Surrealist writers sought to move 
beyond ordinary reality and explore the deep-
er levels of the human mind, imagination, 
dreams, and subconscious experience. In this 
poem, Thomas transforms a simple birthday 
walk into a visionary journey where reality 
and imagination merge. As the poet climbs 
the hill, the landscape undergoes a remarkable 
transformation. Different seasons seem to ex-
ist simultaneously, ordinary places acquire 
magical qualities, and the boundaries between 
past and present begin to disappear. The poet 
moves freely between external reality and in-
ner memory, creating a dreamlike atmosphere. 
The village below shrinks into insignificance, 
while the natural world appears charged with 
symbolic and spiritual meaning.

Many of the images in the poem possess a 
surreal quality. Birds seem to celebrate the 
poet's birthday, the changing weather mirrors 
emotional states, and childhood memories be-
come so vivid that the poet feels he is actually 
reliving them. Such imaginative transforma-
tions reflect Thomas's ability to fuse reality 
with fantasy and create a world governed by 
emotional and psychological truth rather than 
logical sequence. However, Thomas's Surre-
alism differs from the more radical Surrealism 
of continental European writers. His imagery 
remains closely connected to nature, memory, 
and personal experience. Rather than present-
ing complete irrationality, he employs dream-
like images to reveal deeper emotional and 
spiritual realities. The surrealistic elements 
therefore enrich the poem's exploration of 
memory, childhood, and self-discovery.

Poetry and Memory

The poem is also concerned with the creative 
process. Thomas demonstrates how memory 
is transformed into poetry. Childhood experi-
ences gain new meaning when they are rec-
ollected and shaped through artistic imagi-
nation. The mature poet revisits the past and 
converts personal memories into poetic ex-
pression. Thus, the poem becomes both a cel-
ebration of childhood and a reflection on the 
nature of artistic creation.

Prayer and Hope

The poem concludes with a prayer that the 
truth and joy discovered through memory 
may continue into the future. The ending com-
bines gratitude, hope, and humility. Although 
the vision of childhood is temporary, the poet 
wishes to preserve its emotional and spiritual 
significance. This prayerful conclusion gives 
the poem a tone of affirmation rather than loss.

In short, “Poem in October” is one of Dylan 
Thomas's greatest achievements because it 
successfully combines personal experience 
with universal themes. The poem explores 
childhood, memory, nature, ageing, imagi-
nation, and self-discovery in a manner that 
remains emotionally accessible and intellec-
tually rewarding. The poem showsThomas’s 
remarkable ability to transform an ordinary 
birthday walk into a profound meditation on 
human life. Through its rich imagery, musi-
cal language, and emotional sincerity, it cel-
ebrates the enduring power of memory and 
the continuing presence of childhood within 
the adult self. The poem affirms that although 
time passes and life changes, the beauty of na-
ture and the joy of childhood remain available 
through memory and imagination. For this 
reason, the poem continues to be regarded as 
one of the finest lyrical poems of the twentieth 
century.
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	f Modern English Poetry reflects the uncertainties and complexities of modern life.
	f Wilfred Owen exposes the horrors and futility of war.
	f “Dulce et Decorum Est” challenges traditional ideas of patriotism.
	f W. B. Yeats explores historical change in “The Second Coming”.
	f “The Second Coming” presents a vision of social and cultural collapse.
	f “Sailing to Byzantium” examines ageing and artistic immortality.
	f T. S. Eliot's The Waste Land portrays spiritual and cultural decay.
	f W. H. Auden's elegy honours Yeats and reflects on poetry's role.
	f Dylan Thomas celebrates memory, childhood, and nature.
	f Modernist poets employ symbolism, imagery, myth, and experimentation.
	f The prescribed poems reveal diverse responses to the modern world.
	f Modern English Poetry combines personal experience with broader cultural  
concerns.

Recap

1.	 Who wrote “Dulce et Decorum Est”?
2.	 What is the central theme of “Dulce et Decorum Est”?
3.	 Which poem contains the line “Things fall apart; the centre cannot hold”?
4.	 What does the rough beast symbolise in “The Second Coming”?
5.	 What does Byzantium represent in “Sailing to Byzantium”?
6.	 Why does the speaker wish to leave the sensual world in “Sailing to Byzantium”?
7.	 Who is commemorated in Auden's “In Memory of W. B. Yeats”?
8.	 What type of poem is “In Memory of W. B. Yeats”?
9.	 Which poem celebrates childhood memories and nature?
10.	Who wrote “Poem in October”?
11.	What is the central image of cultural decay in The Waste Land?
12.	Which literary movement is most closely associated with the prescribed poems?
13.	What historical event greatly influenced Wilfred Owen's poetry?
14.	What theme connects “The Second Coming” and The Waste Land?
15.	How does Dylan Thomas present memory in “Poem in October”?

Objective Questions
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1.	 Wilfred Owen
2.	 The horrors and futility of war
3.	 “The Second Coming”
4.	 A new and destructive historical era
5.	 Artistic and spiritual perfection
6.	 To attain spiritual and artistic immortality
7.	 W. B. Yeats
8.	 An elegy
9.	 “Poem in October”
10.	Dylan Thomas
11.	The barren wasteland
12.	Modernism
13.	The First World War
14.	Cultural and spiritual crisis
15.	As a source of joy, renewal, and self-discovery.

Answers

1.	 Examine the major characteristics of Modern English Poetry with reference to the 
prescribed poems.

2.	 Analyse Wilfred Owen's portrayal of war in “Dulce et Decorum Est”.
3.	 Discuss Yeats's vision of history and civilisation in “The Second Coming” and 

“Sailing to Byzantium”.
4.	 Evaluate The Waste Land as a reflection of the spiritual and cultural crisis of the 

modern world.
5.	 Assess the contributions of Auden and Dylan Thomas to Modern English Poetry 

through their prescribed poems.

Assignments
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1.	 Owen, Wilfred. The War Poems of Wilfred Owen.
2.	 Yeats, W. B. Selected Poems.
3.	 Eliot, T. S. The Waste Land and Other Poems.
4.	 Auden, W. H. Selected Poems.
5.	 Thomas, Dylan. Collected Poems.
6.	 Childs, Peter. Modernism. Routledge.
7.	 Perkins, David. A History of Modern Poetry. Harvard University Press.
8.	 Bradbury, Malcolm and McFarlane, James, eds. Modernism: A Guide to Europe-

an Literature 1890–1930. Penguin.

Suggested Reading
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 Poetry 
 

(Non-detailed Study)

Unit
2

Upon the completion of this unit, the learner will be able to:

	f understand the major themes of selected modern English poems
	f analyse the relationship between humanity, nature, and society
	f examine the impact of war and industrialisation in poetry
	f interpret poetic imagery, symbolism, and literary techniques
	f appreciate diverse poetic expressions of freedom, memory, and experience

Before studying this unit, learners should have a basic understanding of poetry as a literary 
form, including its use of imagery, symbolism, rhythm, and figurative language. Familiarity 
with reading and interpreting poetic texts will help learners appreciate the thematic and 
artistic dimensions of the prescribed poems.

A general awareness of important historical developments such as industrialisation and the 
First World War will assist learners in understanding the social and cultural background of 
poems like Stephen Spender's “The Pylons” and Siegfried Sassoon's “A Subaltern.” Such 
contextual knowledge enables a deeper appreciation of the poets' concerns and perspectives.

Learners should also possess an interest in exploring human experiences through litera-
ture. Themes such as freedom, adventure, friendship, memory, love, war, and humanity's 
relationship with nature are central to this unit and require thoughtful engagement with the 
poetic texts.

Learning Outcomes

Prerequisites

Industrialisation, Trench Warfare, Freedom, Adventure, Nature, Wanderlust

Keywords
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Discussion 
3.2.1 Stephen Spender and “The 
Pylons”

Stephen Spender (1909–1995) was an import-
ant English poet, essayist, and critic associat-
ed with the generation of poets who emerged 
during the 1930s. He was a member of the in-
fluential literary circle known as the Oxford 
Poets, which included W. H. Auden, Louis 
MacNeice, and Cecil Day-Lewis. Deeply con-
cerned with the social, political, and econom-
ic issues of his time, Spender believed that 
poetry should engage with contemporary re-
alities and reflect the experiences of ordinary 
people. His poetry often explores themes such 
as industrialisation, social change, inequality, 
technology, and the relationship between hu-
man beings and the modern world. Important 
collections of his poetry include Poems, The 
Still Centre, Dolphins, and Collected Poems.

Spender’s name is closely associated with the 
group known as the Pylon Poets, whose works 
reflected the changing landscape of twentieth 
century Britain. Unlike earlier Romantic poets 
who celebrated untouched nature, these poets 
recognised the growing presence of technolo-
gy, industry, factories, railways, and electric 
power in modern life. Spender's poetry often 
reveals an ambivalent attitude towards mod-
ernisation. While he acknowledged the bene-
fits of scientific and technological progress, he 
also expressed concern about its impact on the 
natural environment and traditional ways of 
life. His ability to combine social awareness 
with lyrical expression made him one of the 
significant poetic voices of modern England.

Among his best-known poems, “The Pylons” 
occupies a special place because it captures 
the tensions between nature and technology 

during a period of rapid industrial develop-
ment. The poem reflects the arrival of elec-
tricity in rural landscapes and examines how 
modern structures transform the country-
side. Through vivid imagery and symbolism, 
Spender presents both the disruption caused 
by industrialisation and the possibilities of 
progress that it brings. As a result, the poem 
remains an important reflection on the com-
plex relationship between modernity and the 
natural world.

3.2.1.1 Summary of “The Pylons”

Nature and the Arrival of the Pylons

The poem opens with a description of the tra-
ditional English countryside. The poet pres-
ents a landscape filled with natural beauty, 
mystery, and harmony. The hills, roads, and 
fields appear to possess a life and history of 
their own. These familiar rural scenes create 
an atmosphere of peace and continuity. How-
ever, this harmony is suddenly interrupted by 
the appearance of the pylons, the tall metallic 
structures that carry electric power across the 
countryside. Their presence immediately at-
tracts the poet's attention because they stand 
in sharp contrast to the natural environment.

The pylons symbolise the arrival of modern 
technology in rural areas. The poet initially 
views them as intruders that disturb the beauty 
and tranquillity of the countryside. The wires 
stretching across the landscape seem to divide 
and transform the natural world. Through 
striking imagery, Spender compares the py-
lons to giant naked figures that dominate the 
landscape. Their immense size and metallic 
appearance make them seem unnatural and 
alien. The poet therefore expresses concern 
that industrialisation may destroy the charm 
and individuality of rural life.

Section 1 

“The Pylons” - Stephen Spender
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Fig. 3.2.1 Pylons Across the Rural Landscape — Nature and Technology in Stephen  
Spender's “The Pylons”

Conflict Between Nature and Technology

As the poem develops, the conflict between 
nature and technology becomes more appar-
ent. The poet reflects on the changes brought 
about by scientific progress and industrial de-
velopment. The countryside, once associated 
with greenery, simplicity, and traditional val-
ues, now appears threatened by technological 
expansion. The pylons represent a new age in 
which electricity, machines, and industry in-
creasingly influence human life. Their pres-
ence symbolises the growing power of mod-
ern civilisation and its ability to reshape the 
environment.

At the same time, the poet does not complete-
ly reject technological progress. Although he 
recognises its disruptive effects, he also un-
derstands its importance for social and eco-
nomic development. Electricity has become 
an essential part of modern life, and the py-
lons are symbols of advancement and connec-
tivity. Gradually, the poet's attitude becomes 
less critical and more reflective. He begins to 
acknowledge that change is inevitable and that 
technology can contribute to human progress.

Reconciliation and Optimism

In the final section of the poem, the poet 
adopts a more balanced perspective. He rec-
ognises that the pylons are not merely sym-
bols of destruction but also signs of a devel-
oping future. The countryside is undergoing 
transformation, and although some aspects of 
traditional rural life may disappear, new op-
portunities and possibilities are emerging. The 
pylons become symbols of growth, communi-
cation, and modernisation.

The poem concludes on an optimistic note. 
Spender suggests that nature and technolo-
gy need not remain permanent enemies. In-
stead, they can coexist and contribute to the 
development of society. The poet ultimately 
accepts the presence of the pylons as part of 
a changing world. Thus, “The Pylons” pres-
ents a thoughtful exploration of the tensions 
between tradition and progress while express-
ing hope for a future in which both nature and 
technology can find a place together.
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3.2.1.2  Analysis

“The Pylons” is one of Stephen Spender's 
most famous poems and an important work 
of the 1930s. The poem reflects the social and 
technological changes taking place in Britain 
during the early twentieth century. It explores 
the impact of industrialisation on the natural 
landscape and examines the relationship be-
tween tradition and modernity. Through the 
image of electric pylons stretching across the 
countryside, Spender presents both the anxi-
ety and the possibilities associated with tech-
nological progress.

Theme of Nature and Technology

The central theme of the poem is the conflict 
between nature and technology. The country-
side traditionally represents beauty, peace, 
and continuity, while the pylons symbolise 
industrial development and modern civilisa-
tion. The poet initially presents the pylons as 
alien structures that disrupt the harmony of 
the rural landscape. Their metallic appearance 
contrasts sharply with the natural surround-
ings of fields, hills, and trees. However, the 
poem does not simply condemn technological 
advancement. As the poem progresses, the 
poet begins to recognise that technology is 
an unavoidable part of modern life. The py-
lons become symbols of progress and human 
achievement. Thus, the poem presents a bal-
anced view of the relationship between nature 
and technology rather than a simple opposi-
tion between the two.

Industrialisation and Social Change

The poem reflects the rapid industrial and 
technological developments of the twentieth 
century. Electricity transformed everyday life 
and became a symbol of modern progress. 
The pylons represent the arrival of a new age 
that challenges old traditions and ways of liv-
ing. Through this image, Spender captures 
the sense of transition experienced by society 

during this period. The poem also suggests 
that modern technology connects distant plac-
es and creates new opportunities for devel-
opment. While industrialisation changes the 
appearance of the countryside, it also contrib-
utes to economic and social advancement. The 
poet therefore recognises both the losses and 
the benefits associated with modernisation.

Symbolism of the Pylons

The pylons function as the central symbol 
of the poem. They represent scientific prog-
ress, industrial power, and the modern spirit. 
Their towering presence across the landscape 
signifies the growing influence of technology 
over human life and the environment. At the 
same time, the pylons symbolise change and 
transformation. They stand between the past 
and the future, linking traditional rural society 
with the modern industrial world. Their dual 
significance allows the poem to explore the 
complex relationship between continuity and 
change.

Imagery and Visual Effects

One of the notable features of the poem is 
its vivid imagery. Spender creates powerful 
visual pictures of both the natural landscape 
and the pylons that dominate it. The contrast 
between green countryside and metallic struc-
tures helps readers understand the tension be-
tween nature and industrialisation. The poet’s 
descriptions often make the pylons appear 
enormous and imposing. Their height and 
shape give them an almost human presence. 
Such imagery emphasises the power of tech-
nology and its ability to reshape the physical 
environment. The visual richness of the poem 
contributes greatly to its emotional and intel-
lectual impact.

Tone and Attitude

The tone of the poem changes as it progresses. 
At the beginning, the poet expresses uneasi-
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ness and concern about the intrusion of tech-
nology into the countryside. There is a sense 
of loss as traditional landscapes are altered 
by modern developments. Gradually, howev-
er, the tone becomes more reflective and ac-
cepting. The poet realises that technological 
progress cannot be avoided and that it brings 
important benefits to society. This shift in tone 
reflects the complexity of modern experience 
and prevents the poem from becoming a sim-
ple protest against industrialisation.

Significance of the Poem

“The Pylons” is significant because it captures 
a crucial moment in modern history when 

technological advancement was transforming 
society and the environment. The poem raises 
important questions about progress, develop-
ment, and the preservation of natural beauty. 
Its balanced treatment of these issues makes 
it relevant even today, when societies con-
tinue to face similar challenges arising from 
technological growth. The poem remains an 
important example of twentieth-century social 
poetry. Through its exploration of change, mo-
dernity, and human adaptation, it reflects the 
concerns of its age while addressing themes 
that continue to be meaningful for contempo-
rary readers.

Section 2
“A Subaltern,” - Siegfried Sassoon

Discussion
3.2.2 Siegfried Sassoon and “A  
Subaltern,”

Siegfried Sassoon (1886–1967) was one of 
the most important war poets of the twenti-
eth century. He is best known for his pow-
erful poems on the First World War, which 
exposed the horrors and brutality of modern 
warfare. Unlike many writers who glorified 
war, Sassoon presented it as a destructive and 
meaningless experience that caused immense 
suffering. His poetry criticised military lead-
ers, politicians, and religious authorities who 
supported the war without understanding the 
realities faced by soldiers on the battlefield.

During the war, Sassoon served as an officer 
in the British Army and experienced trench 
warfare firsthand. His experiences deep-
ly influenced his poetry. Collections such as 
Counter-Attack and Other Poems established 
his reputation as a major anti-war poet. His 
poems are noted for their realism, emotional 
intensity, and vivid descriptions of life at the 
front. He portrayed the fear, exhaustion, lone-

liness, and trauma endured by soldiers, mak-
ing readers aware of the human cost of war. 
Apart from his war poetry, Sassoon also wrote 
autobiographical prose works. His semi-auto-
biographical trilogy, The Complete Memoirs 
of George Sherston, received critical acclaim 
and won major literary awards. Although his 
later writings often focused on spiritual and 
religious themes, it is his war poetry that re-
mains most influential. Through his honest 
and compassionate portrayal of soldiers' ex-
periences, Sassoon secured a permanent place 
in English literary history.

The poem, “A Subaltern,” is a sonnet inspired 
by Sassoon's friendship with David Cuth-
bert Thomas, a fellow officer during the First 
World War. The poem combines memories of 
childhood, the warmth of friendship, the pain 
of separation, and the harsh realities of trench 
warfare. Through a conversation between two 
friends, Sassoon presents a moving picture of 
the emotional and physical suffering endured 
by soldiers. At the same time, the poem re-
veals the enduring value of friendship and hu-
man companionship in the midst of war and 
destruction.
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Fig. 3.2.2 Siegfried Sassoon and the Reality of Trench Warfare

3.2.2.1 Summary of “A Subaltern”

Text

He turned to me with his kind, sleepy gaze  

And fresh face slowly brightening to the grin  

That sets my memory back to summer days,  

With twenty runs to make, and last man in.  

He told me he’d been having a bloody time

In trenches, crouching for the crumps to burst,  

While squeaking rats scampered across the slime  

And the grey palsied weather did its worst.  

 

But as he stamped and shivered in the rain,  

My stale philosophies had served him well;

Dreaming about his girl had sent his brain  

Blanker than ever—she’d no place in Hell….  

‘Good God!’ he laughed, and slowly filled his pipe,  

Wondering ‘why he always talked such tripe’.
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Childhood Memories and Friendship

The poem begins with the poet recalling 
the happy days of childhood shared with 
his friend, a young army officer known as a 
subaltern. The speaker remembers the care-
free days when they played cricket together. 
These memories are filled with warmth, joy, 
and innocence. The cricket field symbolises 
a peaceful world untouched by the violence 
and suffering of war. By beginning with these 

pleasant recollections, Sassoon highlights the 
contrast between the happiness of the past and 
the harsh realities of the present.The friend-
ship between the poet and the subaltern forms 
an important aspect of the poem. The speak-
er looks back with affection on their shared 
experiences and expresses admiration for his 
friend. These memories provide emotional 
comfort in the midst of the terrible circum-
stances created by war.

Fig. 3.2.3 "A Subaltern" by Siegfried Sassoon

The Horrors of Trench Warfare

The mood of the poem changes dramatically 
as the poet shifts from childhood memories to 
the realities of the First World War. The pleas-
ant images of the cricket field are replaced by 
disturbing scenes from the trenches. Instead 
of running along a dry cricket pitch, the sol-
diers now struggle through muddy and dan-
gerous trenches. The contrast emphasises how 
war has transformed their lives.

The trenches are presented as unpleasant and 
frightening places. They are filled with mud, 

slime, and rats. The rats move among the sol-
diers and disturb them even while they try to 
rest. These vivid descriptions create a realistic 
picture of trench warfare and reveal the dif-
ficult conditions endured by soldiers. Death 
and danger are always present, making life at 
the front both physically and emotionally ex-
hausting.

Love and Longing

In the third part of the poem, the subaltern 
shares his thoughts about the young woman 
he loves. Memories of his beloved provide a 
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temporary escape from the horrors surround-
ing him. Thinking about her brings comfort 
and hope, reminding him of the life that ex-
ists beyond the battlefield. However, these 
thoughts also increase his sadness. He feels 
that it is almost impossible to think of some-
one so pure and beautiful while living in such 
terrible conditions. The contrast between the 
innocence of love and the brutality of war 
deepens the emotional impact of the poem. 
Love becomes a symbol of the peaceful world 
that war has destroyed.

Embarrassment and Human Vulnerability

The poem ends with the subaltern feeling 
slightly embarrassed after expressing his 
emotions. His reaction reveals his vulnera-
bility and sensitivity. Although he is a soldier 
facing the dangers of war, he remains a young 
man with hopes, fears, and personal feelings. 
This moment adds a human dimension to the 
poem and helps readers understand the emo-
tional struggles experienced by soldiers.

A Criticism of War

Throughout the poem, Sassoon presents war 
as cruel, destructive, and meaningless. By 
contrasting childhood happiness, friendship, 
and love with the suffering of trench warfare, 
he highlights the devastating effects of con-
flict on human life. “A Subaltern” is therefore 
not only a poem about friendship and memory 
but also a powerful criticism of war and its 
consequences.

3.2.2.2  Analysis 

“A Subaltern” is one of Siegfried Sassoon's 
early war poems. Written during the First 
World War, the poem combines personal 
memories, friendship, love, and the harsh 
realities of military life. The title refers to a 
junior army officer, and the poem is inspired 
by Sassoon's friendship with David Cuthbert 

Thomas, a fellow officer whom he greatly 
admired. Through a simple conversation be-
tween two friends, Sassoon presents a pow-
erful reflection on the physical and emotional 
impact of war.

Theme of Friendship

Friendship is one of the central themes of the 
poem. The speaker recalls the happy days of 
childhood spent with his friend and contrasts 
them with their present circumstances as sol-
diers. The affection between the two men is 
evident throughout the poem. The speaker lis-
tens sympathetically to his friend's experienc-
es and recognises his emotional struggles. The 
friendship also serves as a source of comfort 
amid the horrors of war. Their shared memo-
ries and conversations help them endure dif-
ficult circumstances. Sassoon presents friend-
ship as a force that preserves humanity in a 
world dominated by violence and destruction.

Childhood and Nostalgia

The poem begins with memories of childhood 
cricket matches. These recollections create an 
atmosphere of warmth, innocence, and hap-
piness. The image of the young boys playing 
cricket represents a peaceful world untouched 
by war. This nostalgic memory gains signif-
icance because it is immediately contrasted 
with the grim reality of the battlefield. The 
transition from sunny summer days to mud-
dy trenches highlights how war has disrupted 
normal life. Sassoon uses nostalgia not merely 
to remember the past but to emphasise what 
has been lost because of conflict.

The Horrors of Trench Warfare

One of the most striking aspects of the poem 
is its realistic portrayal of trench life. The sub-
altern describes crouching in trenches while 
shells explode nearby. Rats scamper across 
the mud, and the weather is cold, wet, and 
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miserable. These images create a vivid picture 
of the conditions faced by soldiers during the 
First World War. Unlike patriotic war poetry 
that glorifies military service, Sassoon pres-
ents war as unpleasant and degrading. The 
battlefield appears as a place of fear, discom-
fort, and constant danger. Through these real-
istic descriptions, the poet exposes the harsh 
truth behind romantic notions of war.

Love and Emotional Conflict

The poem also explores the theme of love. The 
subaltern confesses that thoughts of his be-
loved trouble him. Although memories of her 
provide comfort, they also intensify his sense 
of loneliness and despair. He feels that such 
pure and beautiful thoughts do not belong in 
the brutal environment of the battlefield. The 
contrast between love and war is significant. 
Love represents beauty, hope, and normal hu-
man life, while war represents destruction and 
suffering. By placing these opposing experi-
ences side by side, Sassoon demonstrates how 
war damages not only the body but also the 
emotional life of individuals.

Anti-War Sentiment

Like many of Sassoon’s poems, “A Subal-
tern” contains a strong anti-war message. The 
poem does not directly attack military lead-
ers or governments, but its realistic depiction 
of trench life reveals the futility and cruel-
ty of war. The suffering of ordinary soldiers 
stands in sharp contrast to heroic ideas often  
associated with military conflict. The poet 
shows that war destroys youthful dreams, sep-
arates people from those they love, and sub-
jects them to unbearable physical and emo-
tional hardships. Through the experiences of 
a single soldier, Sassoon illustrates the wider 
human cost of war.

Imagery and Language

The poem is rich in visual imagery. The sun-
ny cricket field, the muddy trenches, the rats, 
the rain, and the exploding shells create viv-
id pictures that bring the poem to life. These 
contrasting images reinforce the difference 
between the happiness of the past and the mis-
ery of the present. Sassoon's language is sim-
ple, direct, and conversational. This simplicity 
enhances the realism of the poem and makes 
the emotions more convincing. The natural 
dialogue between the speaker and the subal-
tern contributes to the poem's authenticity and 
emotional power.

Tone and Structure

The tone of the poem shifts from nostalgia 
to realism and finally to gentle humour. The 
opening lines are warm and affectionate, while 
the middle section presents the harsh realities 
of war. The poem concludes with a touch of 
self-mocking humour as the subaltern laughs 
at himself for talking “such tripe.” This end-
ing reveals the resilience of the human spirit 
even in difficult circumstances. Structurally, 
the poem is a sonnet. Sassoon adapts the tra-
ditional sonnet form to express modern expe-
riences of war. Instead of focusing solely on 
romantic love, he uses the form to explore 
friendship, suffering, and human endurance.

Thus. “A Subaltern” is significant because it 
combines personal emotion with social criti-
cism. It portrays friendship, memory, and love 
while exposing the realities of trench warfare. 
The poem demonstrates Sassoon's ability to 
present war from a deeply human perspec-
tive. Through its realistic imagery, emotional 
depth, and anti-war message, the poem re-
mains an important example of First World 
War poetry and a powerful reminder of the 
human consequences of conflict.
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Discussion
3.2.3 John Masefield and “Sea Fever”

John Masefield (1878–1967) was one of the 
most distinguished British poets of the twen-
tieth century and served as Poet Laureate of 
England from 1930 until his death in 1967. He 
is celebrated for his simple yet musical style, 
his vivid descriptions of nature, and his deep 
fascination with the sea. His experiences as 
a sailor greatly influenced his literary career 
and provided material for many of his poems 
and prose works. Masefield spent part of his 
youth at sea and travelled extensively as a 
member of the merchant navy. These experi-
ences fostered in him a lifelong love for the 
ocean, adventure, and exploration. During his 
voyages, he developed a keen interest in writ-
ing and began recording his observations and 
experiences. His familiarity with maritime life 
enabled him to portray the sea with remark-
able authenticity and emotional depth. Many 
of his works reflect the excitement, freedom, 
and challenges associated with a sailor's life.

Although Masefield wrote poetry, novels, 
plays, and children's literature, he is best re-
membered for his sea poems. Among them, 
“Sea Fever” remains his most famous and 
widely anthologised work. The poem express-
es an irresistible longing to return to the sea 
and celebrates the freedom, adventure, and 
beauty that it offers. Through its musical lan-
guage and evocative imagery, the poem cap-
tures the enduring relationship between hu-
man beings and the natural world.

3.2.3.1 Summary of “Sea Fever”

The Desire to Return to the Sea

The poem begins with the speaker expressing 
a strong desire to return to the sea. He repeat-
edly states that he must go down to the seas 
again, suggesting that the call of the sea is ir-
resistible. Although the sea is often associated 
with loneliness and uncertainty, the speaker 
feels deeply attracted to it. He longs for the 
freedom and adventure that life on the ocean 
offers. The sea appears to him as a place of es-
cape from the limitations and responsibilities 
of life on land. The speaker asks only for a 
ship and a guiding star. These simple requests 
reveal that material comforts are unimportant 
to him. What truly matters is the opportuni-
ty to sail across the open waters beneath the 
vast sky. The sea represents a world of end-
less possibilities where he can experience in-
dependence and fulfilment.

The Beauty of the Maritime World

As the poem progresses, the speaker describes 
the sights and sounds associated with a sea 
voyage. He longs to feel the movement of the 
ship and the pull of the helm as it cuts through 
the waves. He wants to hear the song of the 
wind and watch the sails tremble above him. 
These details reveal his intimate connection 
with the sea and his appreciation of its beau-
ty. The poet also presents vivid images of the 
natural world. The sight of the sea mist, the 
white morning light, and the endless horizon 
create an atmosphere of wonder and tranquil-
lity. Through these descriptions, the sea is por-
trayed not as a dangerous place but as a source 
of joy, inspiration, and spiritual renewal.

Section -3 

“Sea Fever” - John Masefield
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Fig. 3.2.4 Sea Fever

The Call of Adventure

In the second stanza, the speaker feels that the 
sea itself is calling him. This call is described 
as wild and clear, making it impossible to 
ignore. The sea seems almost like a living 
presence inviting him back to a life of ex-
ploration and discovery. The strength of this 
call emphasises the depth of his longing. The 
speaker wishes to experience once again the 
excitement of sailing through rough weather. 
He wants to hear the cries of the seagulls and 
watch the waves breaking around the ship. 
These images highlight his love of adventure 
and his willingness to embrace the challenges 
of life at sea.

Freedom and Wanderlust

The final stanza presents the speaker's desire 
for complete freedom. He wishes to live like 
a wandering traveller, free from the burdens 
and responsibilities of ordinary life. The sea 
offers him a sense of liberation that cannot be 

found elsewhere. His longing is not merely for 
a physical journey but also for a way of life 
characterised by movement, exploration, and 
independence. At the same time, the speaker 
recognises the importance of companionship. 
He hopes for the company of a cheerful fellow 
traveller who can share stories and experienc-
es. This desire suggests that while freedom is 
important, human companionship also enrich-
es life's journey.

Peace and Fulfilment

The poem concludes with the speaker imagin-
ing a peaceful rest after a day of sailing. Once 
the work of the voyage is completed, he hopes 
to enjoy a quiet sleep filled with pleasant 
dreams. This ending conveys a sense of ful-
filment and contentment. The sea is not only 
a place of adventure but also a source of inner 
peace and happiness.

The poem celebrates humanity’s longing for 
freedom, adventure, and communion with na-
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ture. Through rich imagery and musical lan-
guage, John Masefield presents the sea as a 
symbol of limitless possibility and spiritual 
fulfilment. The poem remains one of the finest 
expressions of wanderlust and the enduring 
attraction of the natural world.

3.2.3.2 Analysis 

“Sea Fever” is John Masefield's most cele-
brated poem and one of the finest sea poems in 
English literature. First published in Saltwater 
Stories, the poem expresses an intense long-
ing to return to the sea. Drawing upon his own 
experiences as a sailor, Masefield presents the 
sea as a symbol of freedom, adventure, beau-
ty, and spiritual fulfilment. Though simple in 
language and structure, the poem explores 
profound human desires and emotions.

Theme of Freedom

Freedom is the central theme of the poem. 
The speaker longs to escape the restrictions 
and responsibilities of life on land and return 
to the open sea. The sea represents a world 
without boundaries where the individual can 
move freely and follow personal desires. The 
repeated declaration, “I must go down to the 
seas again,” emphasises the irresistible nature 
of this longing. For the speaker, freedom is not 
merely physical movement but also a state of 
mind. The sea offers independence, self-dis-
covery, and release from worldly pressures. 
This desire for liberation gives the poem its 
emotional power and universal appeal.

Love of Nature

The poem reflects a deep appreciation of na-
ture. The speaker is fascinated by the beauty 
of the sea, the sky, the wind, and the changing 
weather. Masefield presents nature as a source 
of joy, inspiration, and peace. The natural 
world appears vibrant and alive, capable of 
satisfying emotional and spiritual needs. The 

descriptions of misty mornings, rolling waves, 
and the music of the wind create a vivid pic-
ture of the maritime environment. These im-
ages reveal the speaker's intimate relationship 
with nature and his belief that true happiness 
can be found in close contact with it.

Adventure and Wanderlust

Another important theme is adventure. The 
speaker is drawn not only to the beauty of the 
sea but also to the excitement and uncertainty 
it offers. He longs for voyages into unknown 
waters and for experiences that break the mo-
notony of ordinary life. The sea symbolises 
exploration and discovery. The speaker's en-
thusiasm for sailing suggests a restless spirit 
that seeks new experiences and challenges. 
This sense of wanderlust reflects a universal 
human desire to explore the world and expand 
personal horizons.

The Call of the Sea

One of the most striking features of the poem 
is the personification of the sea. The speaker 
feels that the sea is calling him with a "wild 
call" that cannot be denied. This call symbo-
lises an inner urge that draws him back to his 
true vocation and source of happiness. The sea 
functions almost as a living force with which 
the speaker shares a deep emotional bond. The 
call is both physical and spiritual, suggesting 
that the speaker's connection to the sea forms 
an essential part of his identity.

Human Companionship

Although the poem celebrates independence, 
it also acknowledges the importance of com-
panionship. In the final stanza, the speaker 
expresses a desire for a cheerful fellow trav-
eller who can share stories and adventures. 
This detail reveals that human beings seek 
both freedom and meaningful relationships. 
The inclusion of companionship prevents the 
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poem from becoming an expression of com-
plete isolation. Instead, it presents a balanced 
view of life in which adventure and friendship 
coexist.

Imagery and Musical Quality

The poem is rich in sensory imagery. We can 
see the white clouds and mist, hear the cries of 
seagulls and the song of the wind, and feel the 
movement of the ship across the waves. These 
vivid images make the experience of the sea 
immediate and memorable. The poem is also 
known for its musical quality. The repetition 
of key phrases, the rhythm of the lines, and the 
use of alliteration create a flowing movement 
that resembles the motion of the sea itself. 
This musicality contributes significantly to 
the poem's popularity and emotional appeal.

Symbolism

The sea functions as a powerful symbol 
throughout the poem. It represents freedom, 
adventure, self-discovery, and the natural 

world. The ship symbolises the means through 
which the speaker can pursue his dreams, 
while the guiding star represents direction 
and purpose in life. Together, these symbols 
transform the poem from a simple account of 
a sailor's longing into a broader reflection on 
human aspirations and the search for fulfil-
ment.

In short, “Sea Fever” remains one of the most 
beloved poems in English literature because 
it captures a universal human experience: the 
desire to break free from routine and seek 
meaning through exploration and commu-
nion with nature. Its vivid imagery, musical 
language, and emotional sincerity continue to 
attract readers across generations. The poem 
celebrates freedom, adventure, and the beauty 
of the natural world while reminding readers 
of humanity's enduring connection with na-
ture. Through its simple language and pro-
found themes, “Sea Fever” remains a timeless 
expression of the restless human spirit.

	f Stephen Spender's “The Pylons” examines the impact of industrialisation on the 
natural landscape.

	f The poem explores the conflict between nature and technological progress.
	f The pylons symbolise modern civilisation and social transformation.
	f Siegfried Sassoon's “A Subaltern” presents the realities of trench warfare during 
the First World War.

	f The poem highlights friendship, memory, love, and emotional suffering.
	f Sassoon exposes the harsh conditions and human cost of war.
	f John Masefield's “Sea Fever” expresses a strong desire to return to the sea.
	f The poem celebrates freedom, adventure, and exploration.
	f The sea functions as a symbol of independence, wanderlust, and fulfilment.
	f Masefield portrays humanity's deep connection with nature.
	f The prescribed poems reflect important social, historical, and personal  
experiences.

Recap
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	f The poets employ imagery, symbolism, and vivid descriptions to communicate 
their themes.

1.	 Who wrote “The Pylons”?
2.	 What do the pylons symbolise in Spender's poem?
3.	 Which poem explores the effects of industrialisation on the countryside?
4.	 Who wrote “A Subaltern”?
5.	 What historical event forms the background of “A Subaltern”?
6.	 What childhood activity is remembered in “A Subaltern”?
7.	 What conditions of war are described in the poem?
8.	 Who wrote “Sea Fever”?
9.	 What does the speaker repeatedly wish to return to in “Sea Fever”?
10.	What does the sea symbolise in Masefield's poem?
11.	Which poem celebrates freedom and adventure?
12.	What emotion is expressed through the call of the sea?
13.	Which poem presents friendship against the backdrop of war?
14.	What major conflict is explored in “The Pylons”?
15.	What common theme links all three prescribed poems?

Objective Questions

1.	 Stephen Spender
2.	 Technological progress and modern civilisation
3.	 “The Pylons”
4.	 Siegfried Sassoon
5.	 The First World War
6.	 Playing cricket
7.	 Trench warfare and the suffering of soldiers
8.	 John Masefield
9.	 The sea
10.	Freedom, adventure, and exploration
11.	“Sea Fever”

Answers
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12.	A longing for freedom and exploration
13.	“A Subaltern”
14.	The conflict between nature and technology
15.	Human responses to change, experience, and the world around them.

1.	 Examine the conflict between nature and technology in Stephen Spender's “The 
Pylons.”

2.	 Discuss the portrayal of friendship and war in Siegfried Sassoon's “A Subaltern.”
3.	 Analyse the theme of freedom and adventure in John Masefield's “Sea Fever.”
4.	 Compare the treatment of human experience in the three prescribed poems.
5.	 Discuss the significance of imagery and symbolism in the poems prescribed for 

this unit.

Assignments

1.	 Brooks, Cleanth and Robert Penn Warren. Understanding Poetry. New York: 
Holt, Rinehart and Winston.

2.	 Daiches, David. A Critical History of English Literature. London: Secker and 
Warburg.

3.	 Ford, Boris, ed. The New Pelican Guide to English Literature: The Modern Age. 
Harmondsworth: Penguin.

4.	 Masefield, John. Collected Poems. London: Heinemann.
5.	 Sassoon, Siegfried. The War Poems of Siegfried Sassoon. London: Faber and 

Faber.
6.	 Spender, Stephen. Collected Poems. London: Faber and Faber.
7.	 Wain, John. Essays on Literature and Ideas. London: Macmillan.
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Drama
(Detailed study)

Pygmalion - Bernard Shaw 

Unit
1

Upon the completion of this unit, the learner will be able to:

	f explain the life, works, and dramatic principles of Bernard Shaw
	f analyse the plot, structure, and characters of Pygmalion
	f examine the themes of language, class, identity, and social mobility
	f evaluate Pygmalion as a problem play and social satire
	f assess Shaw’s contribution to modern English drama through Pygmalion

An understanding of the social structure of early twentieth-century England will help learn-
ers appreciate the class distinctions portrayed in Pygmalion. Familiarity with the differences 
between working-class and upper-class life provides useful background for understanding 
the conflicts in the play.

Learners should possess a basic knowledge of drama as a literary form, including elements 
such as plot, character, dialogue, setting, and theme. Such knowledge will assist them in 
analysing Shaw's dramatic techniques. A general awareness of social reform movements, 
women's changing roles in society, and the importance of language in shaping social iden-
tity will further enhance the understanding of the issues explored in the play.

Learning Outcomes

Prerequisites

Phonetics, Social Mobility, Identity, Transformation. Problem Play, New Woman

Keywords

Discussion
4.1.1 Bernard Shaw

4.1.1.1 George Bernard Shaw: Life and 
Works

George Bernard Shaw (1856–1950) was one 
of the most important playwrights in English 
literature. Born in Dublin, Ireland, he moved 

to London as a young man and gradually es-
tablished himself as a critic, essayist, novelist, 
and dramatist. His early years were marked 
by financial difficulties and repeated literary 
failures, but his determination and intellectual 
abilities eventually brought him recognition. 
Shaw was deeply interested in social, polit-
ical, religious, and educational issues, and 
these concerns became central to his literary 
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career. As a member of the Fabian Society, he 
supported gradual social reform and believed 
that literature should contribute to the im-
provement of society.

Shaw revolutionised modern English drama 
by transforming the stage into a platform for 
intellectual discussion and social criticism. 
Unlike many contemporary playwrights who 
focused primarily on entertainment, he used 
drama to challenge accepted beliefs and ex-
pose social injustices. His plays deal with is-
sues such as class distinctions, poverty, mar-
riage, religion, education, and politics. At the 
same time, they are filled with wit, humour, 
and lively dialogue, which make them enjoy-
able as well as thought-provoking. Because 
of their emphasis on ideas and debate, Shaw's 
works are often described as “dramas of 
ideas.” His ability to combine serious social 
concerns with comedy made him one of the 
leading dramatists of the modern age.

During his long literary career, Shaw wrote 
more than sixty plays. His major works in-
clude Arms and the Man, Candida, Man and 
Superman, Major Barbara, The Doctor's Di-
lemma, Saint Joan, and Pygmalion. These 
plays established his reputation as a drama-
tist of international importance. In 1925, he 
was awarded the Nobel Prize in Literature in 
recognition of his outstanding contribution 
to literature and modern drama. Shaw's plays 
continue to be widely read, studied, and per-
formed because of their artistic excellence, 
intellectual depth, and enduring relevance to 
contemporary society.

4.1.1.2 Shaw as a Dramatist

Bernard Shaw was one of the most influential 
dramatists of the modern age. Unlike many 
playwrights who wrote primarily for enter-
tainment, Shaw believed that drama should 
educate people and encourage them to think 
critically about society. He regarded himself 

as a social reformer and used the theatre as a 
platform to discuss important issues such as 
class distinctions, education, marriage, reli-
gion, politics, and economic inequality. Influ-
enced by Henrik Ibsen, Shaw developed what 
came to be known as the “drama of ideas,” in 
which intellectual discussion and social criti-
cism occupy a central place. His plays chal-
lenge accepted beliefs and encourage audi-
ences to reconsider conventional attitudes and 
values.

A distinctive feature of Shaw’s plays is his 
skilful combination of serious ideas with wit 
and humour. Even when addressing complex 
social problems, he presents them through 
lively dialogue, amusing situations, and mem-
orable characters. This blend of entertainment 
and intellectual inquiry makes his plays both 
enjoyable and thought provoking. Shaw also 
rejected melodramatic conventions and unre-
alistic plots. Instead, he created realistic char-
acters who debate ideas and confront social 
issues. His works often explore specific insti-
tutions and aspects of human life, such as reli-
gion in Major Barbara, the medical profession 
in The Doctor’s Dilemma, marriage in Getting 
Married, and language and social class in 
Pygmalion. Through these plays, Shaw trans-
formed modern drama into an effective instru-
ment of social criticism.

Another important aspect of Shaw’s dramatic 
vision is his belief in human progress through 
Creative Evolution. He argued that a Life 
Force operates within the universe, guiding 
humanity towards greater wisdom, intelli-
gence, and development. This idea finds ex-
pression in several of his works, especially 
Man and Superman. Although some critics 
have questioned his lengthy prefaces, exten-
sive stage directions, and emphasis on discus-
sion rather than action, Shaw’s contribution to 
modern drama remains immense. He elevat-
ed the status of theatre by combining artistic 
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excellence with social purpose. His brilliant 
dialogue, originality, humour, and intellectual 
depth continue to attract readers and audienc-

es, securing his place among the greatest play-
wrights in English literature.

Fig. 4.1.1 Shaw and His Drama of Ideas

4.1.2 Pygmalion
4.1.2.1 Introduction to Pygmalion
Pygmalion is one of Bernard Shaw's most 
popular and widely performed plays. Written 
in 1912 and first staged in 1913, it is a com-
edy that combines entertainment with social 
criticism. Shaw based the title on the famous 
Greek myth of Pygmalion, a sculptor who cre-
ated a beautiful ivory statue and fell in love 
with it. According to the legend, the goddess 
Aphrodite brought the statue to life, and Pyg-
malion eventually married his creation. Shaw 
adapted this ancient story to a modern social 
setting and transformed it into a drama that 
explores language, education, class distinc-
tions, and personal identity.

In the play, Professor Henry Higgins, an ex-
pert in phonetics, assumes the role of the 
modern Pygmalion, while Eliza Doolittle, an 
uneducated flower seller, becomes the modern 

Galatea. Higgins undertakes an experiment to 
transform Eliza into a lady by teaching her 
standard English pronunciation and refined 
manners. What begins as a scientific challenge 
gradually develops into a deeper exploration 
of social mobility, self-respect, and individu-
al freedom. Through Eliza's transformation, 
Shaw examines the relationship between lan-
guage and social status in early twentieth cen-
tury England.

The play reflects Shaw's strong interest in 
phonetics and language reform. He believed 
that differences in pronunciation often creat-
ed artificial barriers between social classes. 
According to Shaw, language has the power 
to shape people's opportunities and determine 
how society judges them. In Pygmalion, cor-
rect speech becomes a means of social ad-
vancement, enabling Eliza to move from the 
margins of society into the world of the up-
per classes. At the same time, Shaw questions 
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whether external changes alone can guarantee 
happiness, acceptance, or a secure identity.

Although the play deals with serious social  
issues, it remains one of Shaw's most enter-
taining works. Its witty dialogue, humorous 
situations, memorable characters, and engag-
ing plot have made it a favourite among au-
diences across the world. The success of the 
play later inspired adaptations for stage and 
screen, including the famous musical My Fair 
Lady. By combining social criticism with 
comedy, Shaw created a modern classic that 
continues to be admired for its artistic excel-
lence and relevance.

I would not keep all of that material as sepa-
rate headings. Much of it repeats points that 
are already covered in the act summaries and 
character discussions. For an SLM, a con-
cise introductory section placed after "Shaw 
as a Dramatist" and before "Introduction to  
Pygmalion" would work better.

4.1.2.2 Setting, Characters, and Title 

Setting

Pygmalion is set in London during the early 
twentieth century and moves through a va-
riety of locations that reflect different social 
classes and environments. The play opens in 
Covent Garden, where Eliza Doolittle earns 
her living as a flower seller. The action then 
shifts to Professor Higgins's house in Wim-
pole Street, Mrs. Higgins's drawing room, an 
embassy ballroom, and other parts of London. 
These changing settings provide a realistic 
picture of urban life and highlight the social 
divisions that form one of the central concerns 
of the play.

Major Characters

Henry Higgins

Professor Henry Higgins is a renowned expert 
in phonetics and the central figure of the play. 

Fascinated by language and pronunciation, he 
undertakes the challenge of transforming Eli-
za Doolittle into a lady of society. Although 
highly intelligent and talented, Higgins is 
often arrogant, insensitive, and domineering 
in his dealings with others. His experiment 
drives the action of the play and highlights 
Shaw's interest in language, education, and 
social class.

Eliza Doolittle

Eliza Doolittle is a poor flower seller from 
Covent Garden whose life changes dramat-
ically when she becomes Higgins's pupil. 
Through determination and hard work, she 
learns to speak and behave like a lady. More 
importantly, she develops self-confidence, in-
dependence, and self-respect. Eliza's growth 
from an uneducated flower girl into a strong 
and independent woman forms the central fo-
cus of the play.

Colonel Pickering

Colonel Pickering is a scholar of phonetics and 
the author of Spoken Sanskrit. He becomes 
Higgins's friend and partner in the experiment 
involving Eliza. Unlike Higgins, Pickering 
is polite, considerate, and respectful towards 
others. His kindness and good manners have 
a profound influence on Eliza, teaching her 
dignity and self-worth. He serves as a moral 
contrast to Higgins throughout the play.

Alfred Doolittle

Alfred Doolittle is Eliza's father and one of 
Shaw's most memorable comic characters. 
A dustman by profession, he openly rejects 
conventional morality and describes himself 
as one of the "undeserving poor." Through 
his witty speeches and unconventional views, 
Shaw criticises social hypocrisy and mid-
dle-class values. His unexpected rise to wealth 
provides an important parallel to Eliza's trans-
formation.
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Mrs Higgins

Mrs Higgins is Henry Higgins's intelligent 
and sensible mother. She understands people 
far better than her son and often criticises his 
thoughtless behaviour. Throughout the play, 
she shows sympathy for Eliza and recognises 
the problems created by Higgins's experiment. 
Her wisdom and practicality make her one of 
the most balanced characters in the drama.

Freddy Eynsford Hill

Freddy Eynsford Hill is a young gentleman 
who becomes deeply attracted to Eliza. Un-
like Higgins, he loves her sincerely and ad-
mires her for who she is. Although he lacks 
ambition and practical skills, Freddy remains 
devoted to Eliza. The Epilogue reveals that he 
eventually marries her and shares her life after 
the events of the play.

Mrs Pearce

Mrs Pearce is Higgins's housekeeper and one 
of the few people who can challenge him. She 
is practical, responsible, and concerned about 
Eliza's welfare from the beginning. While 
Higgins views Eliza as an experiment, Mrs 
Pearce recognises the human consequences of 
his actions. Her common sense often contrasts 
with Higgins's eccentric behaviour.

Nepommuck

Nepommuck is a former student of Higgins 
and an expert in languages and accents. At the 
Embassy Ball, he attempts to identify Eliza's 
true background but mistakenly concludes 
that she is a Hungarian princess. His failure 
demonstrates the complete success of Hig-
gins's experiment and provides a humorous 
climax to Eliza's transformation.

Title 

The title Pygmalion is derived from the Greek 
myth of Pygmalion and Galatea. In the leg-

end, Pygmalion creates a beautiful statue and 
falls in love with it. The goddess Aphrodite 
brings the statue to life, and it becomes his 
wife. Shaw adapts this myth to a modern so-
cial setting. Higgins functions as a modern 
Pygmalion who transforms Eliza through edu-
cation and training. However, unlike the clas-
sical myth, the creator does not marry his cre-
ation. Shaw further emphasises this difference 
through the ironic subtitle, “A Romance.” The 
play does not end with a conventional love 
story between Higgins and Eliza. Instead, it 
focuses on Eliza's growth into an independent 
and self-respecting woman, making personal 
freedom rather than romance the true achieve-
ment of the play.

Summary of Pygmalion 

4.1.2.3 Preface

The Preface to Pygmalion is not directly con-
cerned with the plot of the play. Instead, it 
reflects Bernard Shaw’s interest in phonetics, 
language reform, and the social significance 
of speech. Shaw discusses the work of sev-
eral linguists and phoneticians, including 
Alexander Melville Bell, Alexander J. Ellis, 
Tito Pagliardini, Robert Bridges, and Henry 
Sweet. Among them, Henry Sweet was par-
ticularly important because he partly inspired 
the character of Professor Henry Higgins. 
Shaw admired Sweet’s scholarship and re-
garded him as one of the leading experts on 
spoken English.

In the Preface, Shaw argues that speech and 
pronunciation play a crucial role in determin-
ing a person’s social and professional oppor-
tunities. He believed that differences in accent 
often create unnecessary social barriers and 
prevent individuals from advancing in life. 
Through Pygmalion, Shaw demonstrates how 
changes in speech can alter the way society 
perceives an individual. He therefore advo-
cates the scientific study of pronunciation and 
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supports efforts to develop a more systematic 
approach to language learning.

Shaw also takes pride in the success of  
Pygmalion and rejects the view that plays with 
educational or social purposes cannot be con-

sidered genuine works of art. He argues that a 
play can be both entertaining and instructive. 
The Preface thus prepares readers for the cen-
tral concerns of the drama, namely language, 
social class, education, and personal transfor-
mation.

4.1.2.4 Act I

Fig. 4.1.2 Major Events in Act I of Pygmalion

Act I opens on a rainy summer night in Cov-
ent Garden, London, at about 11.15 p.m. Sev-
eral people have taken shelter under the por-
tico of St. Paul’s Church to escape the heavy 
rain. Among them are Mrs. Eynsford Hill and 
her daughter Clara, who are waiting anxious-
ly for Freddy Eynsford Hill. Freddy has been 
sent to find a taxi, but he returns unsuccessful. 
His mother immediately sends him out again 
in search of a cab. As Freddy rushes away, 
he accidentally collides with a young flower 
girl named Eliza Doolittle and knocks over 
her basket of flowers. Eliza complains loudly 
and calls him “Freddy,” which surprises Mrs. 
Eynsford Hill. Wondering how a poor flow-
er girl could know her son’s name, she buys 
some flowers and questions her. Eliza explains 

that she used the name by chance and did not 
know him personally.

Soon an elderly gentleman with a military ap-
pearance enters the shelter. Eliza approaches 
him and tries to sell him a flower. Although 
he does not want any flowers, he kindly gives 
her some money. At that moment, a bystand-
er warns Eliza that a man nearby is writing 
down everything she says. Frightened, Eliza 
assumes that he is a policeman and fears she 
may be arrested. She loudly protests her in-
nocence and attracts the attention of everyone 
around her.

The mysterious note-taker asks her to be quiet 
and then astonishes the crowd by identifying 
the places they come from simply by listening 

SG
O

U



134 SGOU - SLM - BA English (Honours) - English Literature from 1900 to 1945

to their speech. He correctly identifies Eliza’s 
neighbourhood and also reveals the origins of 
several others present. His remarkable skill 
amazes the crowd, although some, especially 
Clara, are irritated by his confidence. As the 
rain begins to stop, most of the people leave. 
Only Eliza, the note-taker, and the elderly 
gentleman remain. When Eliza complains 
about him, the note-taker explains that he is 
a professor of phonetics and studies speech 
scientifically. He proudly claims that he could 
transform a flower girl like Eliza into a lady 
capable of passing as a duchess at an ambas-
sador’s garden party within a few months.

The elderly gentleman then introduces him-
self as Colonel Pickering, a scholar and author 
of Spoken Sanskrit. The note-taker reveals 
that he is Professor Henry Higgins, author of 
Higgins’s Universal Alphabet. Both men are 
delighted to discover each other’s identities. 
Higgins had planned to travel to India to meet 
Pickering, while Pickering has come to Lon-
don specifically to meet Higgins. Their shared 
interest in phonetics quickly develops into a 
friendship.

Before leaving with Pickering, Higgins throws 
some money to Eliza. Meanwhile, Freddy fi-
nally returns with a taxi only to discover that 
his mother and sister have already left. Eliza, 
delighted by the unexpected amount of mon-
ey she has received, hires the taxi for herself. 
Embarrassed to reveal that she lives in a poor 
neighbourhood, she jokingly tells the driver 
to take her to Buckingham Palace. The final 
scene shifts to Eliza’s small rented room. The 
room is shabby and poorly furnished, clearly 
reflecting her poverty. Its few decorations con-
sist of pictures of fashionable ladies, a portrait 
of a popular actor, and an empty birdcage. Ex-
cited by the money she has earned, Eliza puts 
an extra penny into the gas meter and enjoys 
warmth and comfort rarely available to her. 
As she falls asleep, she dreams about the pos-

sibilities that her newfound wealth may bring.

Analysis

Act I serves as the exposition of the play and 
introduces the major characters, conflicts, and 
themes. Shaw immediately draws attention to 
the relationship between language and social 
class. Through Eliza’s Cockney accent and 
Higgins’s ability to identify people by their 
speech, the playwright demonstrates how ac-
cent functions as a marker of social status in 
English society.

The act also introduces Henry Higgins as an 
expert in phonetics and as a confident, eccen-
tric intellectual. His boast that he can trans-
form Eliza into a duchess foreshadows the 
central action of the play. Eliza, on the other 
hand, is presented as poor but spirited, intel-
ligent, and ambitious. Her desire for a better 
life is hinted at even in these opening scenes.

Another important theme introduced in this 
act is social inequality. The contrast between 
the comfortable middle-class Eynsford Hills 
and the impoverished flower girl highlights 
the rigid class divisions of Edwardian soci-
ety. Shaw suggests that these divisions are 
often maintained by superficial factors such 
as speech and manners rather than by genuine 
differences in character or ability.

The meeting between Higgins and Pickering 
is also significant because it sets in motion 
the experiment that will transform Eliza’s life. 
Thus, Act I establishes the central themes of 
language, class, identity, and social mobility 
that dominate the rest of the play.

4.1.2.5 Act II

Act II takes place in Professor Higgins’s 
house, which serves both as his laboratory and 
drawing room. The time is eleven o’clock the 
morning after the events in Covent Garden. 
Higgins is demonstrating his phonetic equip-

SG
O

U



135SGOU - SLM - BA English (Honours) - English Literature from 1900 to 1945

ment and methods to Colonel Pickering when 
Mrs. Pearce, his housekeeper, announces the 
arrival of a young woman. The visitor turns 
out to be Eliza Doolittle, the flower girl they 

had met the previous night. She has dressed 
in her best clothes and come with a clear pur-
pose.

Fig. 4.1.3 Major Events in Act II of Pygmalion

Eliza tells Higgins that she wants speech les-
sons so that she can improve her pronunci-
ation and secure a respectable position in a 
flower shop. She offers to pay him a shilling 
an hour for his services. Higgins is amused by 
her proposal, but he is also impressed by her 
determination. Pickering takes an interest in 
Eliza’s ambition and reminds Higgins of his 
boast that he could transform her into a duch-
ess. He proposes a wager: if Higgins success-
fully trains Eliza and presents her as a lady 
in high society, Pickering will pay all the ex-
penses involved. Higgins eagerly accepts the 
challenge and declares that he can complete 
the transformation within six months, or even 
sooner if Eliza learns quickly.

Once the plan is agreed upon, Higgins imme-
diately begins making arrangements. He in-
structs Mrs. Pearce to wash Eliza, remove her 
old clothes, and provide her with new ones. 
Eliza is shocked by Higgins’s commanding 
manner and fears that she is being treated as 
an object rather than a person. Mrs. Pearce, 
however, raises practical and moral questions 
about the experiment. She asks how Eliza will 
be cared for, what her position in the house-
hold will be, and what will happen to her once 
the experiment is over. Higgins dismisses 
these concerns and instead tries to persuade 
Eliza by promising her luxuries and comforts. 
Eventually, Mrs. Pearce leads the reluctant 
Eliza away to begin her transformation. While 
Eliza is being cleaned and dressed, Picker-
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ing expresses concern about her welfare and 
makes Higgins promise that he will not mis-
use his authority over her. Mrs. Pearce also 
advises Higgins to improve his own manners 
and language if he expects Eliza to become a 
lady. Higgins reluctantly agrees.

The next visitor is Alfred Doolittle, Eliza’s 
father, a dustman who has come to inquire 
about his daughter. Pickering expects trouble, 
but Higgins cleverly changes the situation by 
offering to return Eliza to him. Doolittle im-
mediately reveals that he has no desire to take 
her back. Instead, he asks Higgins for mon-
ey. He argues that poverty prevents him from 
living according to conventional moral stan-
dards and launches into a lively attack on mid-
dle-class respectability and hypocrisy. Higgins 
is fascinated by Doolittle’s honesty and un-
conventional philosophy. Although Doolittle 
originally asks for five pounds, Higgins offers 
him ten. Doolittle refuses the larger amount, 
explaining that too much money would only 
create new worries and responsibilities. He 
accepts a smaller sum and prepares to leave.

As Doolittle is departing, he encounters a 
transformed Eliza. She has been thoroughly 
cleaned and is dressed in an elegant Japanese 
kimono. Her appearance has changed so dra-
matically that her father fails to recognise her 
at first. When he learns that the young woman 
is his daughter, he is astonished. After some 
humorous remarks, he leaves the house. Eli-
za is delighted with her new appearance and 
begins to imitate what she believes are refined 
manners. Higgins quickly warns her against 
becoming affected or snobbish. Soon after-
wards, Mrs. Pearce informs Eliza that her new 
clothes have arrived, and she rushes away ex-
citedly to see them.

The act concludes with one of Higgins’s ear-
ly speech lessons. The work proves far more 
difficult than Eliza expected. Higgins is strict, 

demanding, and often impatient. He repeated-
ly corrects her pronunciation and forces her to 
practise difficult sounds. Eliza struggles with 
the exercises and is frequently reduced to tears 
by the pressure. Nevertheless, Higgins notices 
small signs of progress and becomes encour-
aged by her ability to distinguish subtle differ-
ences in pronunciation. Although exhausted 
and distressed, Eliza has taken the first steps 
towards the transformation that will shape the 
rest of the play.

Analysis

Act II marks the beginning of Higgins’s ex-
periment to transform Eliza from a poor 
flower girl into a lady of high society. The 
act highlights the importance of language as 
a means of social advancement and demon-
strates Eliza’s determination to improve her 
life through education. Higgins is presented as 
a brilliant but insensitive scientist who views 
Eliza mainly as a challenge, while Pickering 
and Mrs. Pearce show genuine concern for 
her welfare. The arrival of Alfred Doolittle 
adds humour and social criticism to the play. 
Through his attack on middle-class morality, 
Shaw exposes the hypocrisy of a society that 
judges people by wealth and status. Eliza’s 
bath, new clothes, and speech lessons symbol-
ise the first stage of her transformation, but the 
act also raises important questions about iden-
tity and responsibility. By the end of the act, 
Eliza has begun a difficult journey of change, 
while Higgins’s experiment has been fully set 
in motion.

4.1.2.6 Act III

Act III takes place in the drawing room of 
Mrs. Higgins, Henry Higgins’s mother, during 
her regular afternoon reception. Mrs. Higgins 
is preparing to receive guests when Higgins 
arrives unexpectedly. Excited about the prog-
ress of his experiment, he informs his mother 
that he intends to bring a flower girl whom he 

SG
O

U



137SGOU - SLM - BA English (Honours) - English Literature from 1900 to 1945

has trained to speak like a lady. Mrs. Higgins 
is concerned about her son’s behaviour and 
fears that his lack of social manners may cre-

ate difficulties. Higgins asks her to guide Eli-
za’s conversation and restrict her to two safe 
topics: the weather and people’s health.

Fig. 4.1.4 Major Events in Act III of Pygmalion

Soon the guests begin to arrive. Mrs. Eynsford 
Hill and her daughter Clara are the first visi-
tors, followed by Colonel Pickering and Fred-
dy Eynsford Hill. Higgins vaguely remembers 
meeting the Eynsford Hills before but cannot 
recall where. The gathering is completed 
when Eliza arrives. She is elegantly dressed, 
poised, and self-confident. Her appearance is 
so refined that no one would suspect her hum-
ble origins.

During the conversation, Eliza carefully fol-
lows Higgins’s instructions and speaks only 
about the weather and health. However, while 
discussing health, she relates the story of her 
aunt’s death in a colourful and highly entertain-
ing manner. Although her grammar is correct, 
she still uses expressions and slang associated 

with the lower classes. Her unusual mixture 
of refined speech and working-class vocabu-
lary surprises the guests. Higgins quickly ex-
plains her language as a fashionable new style 
of conversation. While Mrs. Eynsford Hill is 
shocked by Eliza’s remarks, Clara finds them 
amusing and even attempts to imitate them. 
Freddy is captivated by Eliza’s beauty, con-
fidence, and originality. He becomes increas-
ingly attracted to her and wishes to spend 
more time with her. When Eliza leaves, he 
offers to accompany her, but she declines and 
departs alone. Freddy watches her leave and 
hopes that he will meet her again soon.

After the guests depart, Mrs. Higgins discuss-
es Eliza’s situation with Higgins and Picker-
ing. She is pleased with Eliza’s progress but 
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worries about her future. She asks what will 
happen to Eliza once the experiment is com-
pleted and points out that they are treating 
her as an object rather than as a human be-
ing. Higgins and Pickering, however, are so 
delighted with the success of their project that 
they pay little attention to her concerns. Hig-
gins vaguely suggests that he will find suitable 
employment for Eliza after the experiment.

The scene then shifts to an embassy ball, 
where the final test of Eliza’s transformation 
takes place. Eliza appears in a magnificent 
gown and jewels and conducts herself with 
perfect grace and dignity. Among the guests 
is Nepommuck, a former student of Higgins 
and an expert in languages and accents. Con-
fident in his abilities, Nepommuck attempts to 
discover Eliza’s true identity. After observing 
her speech and manners, he concludes that she 
cannot possibly be an ordinary Englishwom-
an. Instead, he confidently declares that she 
must be a Hungarian princess.

The guests readily accept Nepommuck’s 
conclusion, while Higgins’s claim that she is 
merely a flower girl is dismissed as absurd. 
Eliza’s performance is a complete success, 
and Higgins wins his wager. Exhausted by the 
strain of maintaining her role throughout the 
evening, Eliza joins Higgins and Pickering af-
ter the ball. Believing that she may have failed 
them, she is relieved when Pickering assures 
her that she has succeeded brilliantly. Togeth-
er they leave the embassy to celebrate their 
triumph.

Analysis

Act III shows the remarkable progress Eliza 
has made in her transformation from a flower 
girl into a lady of society. The act emphasises 
Shaw’s argument that social class is often de-
termined by language, manners, and appear-
ance rather than by birth or character. Eliza’s 
success at Mrs. Higgins’s reception and later 

at the embassy ball shows how easily society 
can be deceived by external signs of refine-
ment. At the same time, the act develops Fred-
dy’s admiration for Eliza and highlights Mrs. 
Higgins’s growing concern for her future. Un-
like Higgins and Pickering, who view the ex-
periment as an intellectual achievement, Mrs. 
Higgins recognises the human consequences 
of Eliza’s transformation. The embassy scene 
represents the climax of Higgins’s experi-
ment, proving that Eliza can successfully pass 
as a member of the upper class. However, 
Shaw also hints at the problems that will arise 
once the experiment is over, thereby preparing 
the audience for the conflict that follows in the 
next act.

4.1.2.7 Act IV

Act IV takes place in Higgins’s laboratory 
shortly after midnight, following the success-
ful embassy ball. The experiment that began 
with a poor flower girl from Covent Garden 
has apparently reached its conclusion. Eliza, 
beautifully dressed but physically and emo-
tionally exhausted, enters the room ahead of 
Higgins and Pickering. The two men soon 
follow, discussing the evening’s events with 
great satisfaction. Eliza’s performance has 
been an outstanding success, and Higgins has 
won his wager. However, neither Higgins nor 
Pickering pays any attention to Eliza’s feel-
ings. Instead, they speak about her achieve-
ment as though she were merely an object or a 
scientific experiment.

While Higgins and Pickering congratulate 
themselves, Eliza quietly brings Higgins his 
slippers and waits for some sign of apprecia-
tion. None comes. Higgins casually remarks 
that he is relieved the whole business is over 
and that he has grown tired of it. Pickering 
eventually retires for the night, leaving Hig-
gins and Eliza alone. Before leaving, Higgins 
asks Eliza to switch off the lights, treating her 
as though she were a servant.
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Fig. 4.1.5 Major Events in Act IV of Pygmalion

This careless remark finally causes Eliza’s 
suppressed anger to explode. She throws Hig-
gins’s slippers at him and accuses him of be-
ing selfish and ungrateful. She reminds him 
that she has devoted months of hard work to 
the experiment and now finds herself without 
a future. Higgins is astonished by her outburst 
and initially fails to understand why she is up-
set. He assumes that she is merely exhausted 
after the evening’s excitement.

As the argument continues, Eliza expresses her 
fear and uncertainty about what will happen to 
her now that the experiment has ended. She no 
longer belongs to the world from which she 
came, yet she has not truly become a mem-
ber of the society into which Higgins has in-
troduced her. Higgins dismisses her concerns 
and casually suggests that she could marry or 
perhaps open a flower shop. His indifference 

deeply wounds Eliza because it shows that he 
has never seriously considered her future.

The quarrel grows more intense when Eliza 
asks which of her possessions actually belong 
to her. Higgins informs her that she may keep 
the clothes purchased for her but not the jew-
ellery, which has only been borrowed. Feeling 
humiliated, Eliza returns a ring Higgins once 
bought for her. In anger, Higgins throws the 
ring into the fireplace and storms out of the 
room. Although Eliza is pleased that she has 
finally provoked an emotional reaction from 
him, her anger quickly returns. She retrieves 
the ring and throws it aside in frustration.

Unable to remain in the house any longer, Eli-
za changes her clothes and leaves. Outside, 
she encounters Freddy Eynsford Hill, who 
has been waiting beneath her window. Fred-
dy declares his love and admiration for her. 
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Feeling lonely, vulnerable, and emotionally 
exhausted, Eliza responds warmly to his af-
fection. The two walk together through the 
streets of London, repeatedly interrupted by 
curious policemen. During their conversation, 
Eliza reveals the depth of her despair and ad-
mits that she had considered ending her life. 
Freddy’s devotion and companionship pro-
vide her with comfort, and together they leave 
in a taxi, seeking refuge from the troubles that 
have overwhelmed her.

Analysis

Act IV is the emotional turning point of the 
play and marks the collapse of Higgins’s ex-
periment as a purely scientific undertaking. 
For the first time, Eliza openly challenges 
Higgins and demands recognition as an inde-
pendent human being rather than an object of 
study. The act exposes Higgins’s selfishness 
and inability to understand the emotional con-
sequences of his actions. Eliza’s anger aris-
es not from a lack of gratitude but from her 
fear that she has lost her old identity without 
gaining a secure new one. Shaw explores im-
portant themes such as identity, dignity, inde-
pendence, and the responsibilities that accom-
pany education and social advancement. The 
act also develops Freddy’s role as a sincere 
admirer of Eliza and prepares the way for her 
search for a life beyond Higgins’s control. 
Through this powerful confrontation, Shaw 
transforms Eliza from a passive subject of ex-
perimentation into a confident individual ca-
pable of shaping her own future.

4.1.2.8 Act V

Act V takes place in Mrs. Higgins’s drawing 
room on the morning following Eliza’s depar-
ture from Higgins’s house. Higgins and Colo-
nel Pickering are worried about Eliza’s disap-
pearance and have even contacted the police 

in an attempt to find her. Unknown to them, 
Eliza is safely staying with Mrs. Higgins, who 
understands her distress and has offered her 
shelter. While Higgins and Pickering are dis-
cussing the situation, a visitor is announced. 
To everyone’s surprise, the visitor is Alfred 
Doolittle. He is no longer the poor dustman 
they once knew but a wealthy and respectably 
dressed gentleman. Doolittle explains how this 
unexpected change has occurred. Some time 
earlier, Higgins had jokingly recommend-
ed him to a wealthy American millionaire as 
England’s most original moral philosopher. 
The millionaire later left Doolittle a consid-
erable sum of money in his will, provided 
that he delivered several lectures each year on 
moral reform. Although he is now rich, Doo-
little complains that wealth has brought him 
responsibilities and social obligations that 
he never wanted. He misses the freedom he 
enjoyed when he was poor and resents being 
forced into a respectable lifestyle.

Mrs. Higgins immediately realises that Doo-
little’s new wealth removes one of the greatest 
obstacles facing Eliza’s future. However, Hig-
gins continues to treat Eliza’s situation lightly. 
At this point, Mrs. Higgins reveals that Eliza 
is in the house and sharply criticises Higgins 
and Pickering for their thoughtless treatment 
of her. She arranges for Eliza to come down-
stairs while Doolittle temporarily withdraws. 
When Eliza enters, she appears calm, confi-
dent, and dignified. Her behaviour contrasts 
sharply with Higgins’s impatient and posses-
sive attitude. She warmly thanks Pickering for 
always treating her with courtesy and respect. 
According to Eliza, it was Pickering’s kind-
ness rather than Higgins’s lessons that truly 
taught her how to behave like a lady. She re-
fuses to return to Higgins’s house and insists 
on making her own decisions.
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Fig. 4.1.6 Major Events in Act V of Pygmalion

Higgins argues that she can never manage 
without him and suggests that she will even-
tually fall back into her old habits. Eliza con-
fidently rejects this claim, pointing out that 
her education has permanently changed her 
speech and outlook. During the conversation, 
Doolittle reappears, and Eliza is astonished 
by his transformation into a wealthy gentle-
man. Doolittle announces that he is about to 
marry Eliza’s stepmother, and preparations 
for the wedding begin. Mrs. Higgins and 
Pickering decide to attend the ceremony, and 
Eliza leaves briefly to prepare herself. After 
the others depart, Higgins and Eliza are left 
alone. They engage in a long and important 
conversation about their future relationship. 
Higgins admits that he misses Eliza and val-
ues her companionship. However, he refuses 
to change his behaviour or abandon his belief 
that all people should be treated in exactly the 
same way regardless of social rank. He pro-

poses that they remain friends and continue 
the companionship they once shared.

Eliza, however, wants independence rather 
than dependence. She rejects the idea of re-
turning to Higgins simply because he wish-
es it. Determined to support herself, she an-
nounces that she may teach phonetics or even 
work with Nepommuck, one of Higgins’s 
professional rivals. Higgins reacts angrily to 
this suggestion, but Eliza stands her ground 
and refuses to be intimidated. Her confidence 
and courage impress Higgins, who finally 
recognises the strength of character she has 
developed. Mrs. Higgins eventually returns, 
ready to leave for the wedding. Although Eli-
za declares that she will not see Higgins again, 
he continues giving her instructions as if she 
were still under his authority. Eliza calmly 
informs him that these matters have already 
been taken care of. The play ends with Hig-
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gins laughing at the idea of Eliza marrying 
Freddy, while Eliza leaves as an independent 
woman capable of directing her own life.

Analysis

Act V resolves the central conflict of the play 
by establishing Eliza’s independence and 
self-respect. The act demonstrates that the 
true success of Higgins’s experiment lies not 
in Eliza’s improved speech but in her devel-
opment as a confident and self-reliant indi-
vidual. Shaw contrasts Higgins’s intellectual 
brilliance with his emotional blindness, while 
highlighting Pickering’s kindness and respect 
for others. Alfred Doolittle’s transformation 
into a wealthy gentleman continues Shaw’s 
satire on social class and conventional moral-
ity. The final confrontation between Higgins 
and Eliza shows that she is no longer the sub-
missive flower girl of Act I but a mature wom-
an capable of making her own choices. By re-
fusing a conventional romantic ending, Shaw 
emphasises themes of personal freedom, iden-
tity, dignity, and equality. The act concludes 
with Eliza achieving true independence, prov-
ing that education and self-respect are more 
important than social status or wealth.

4.1.2.9 Epilogue

The Epilogue is Shaw’s explanation of what 
happens to the characters after the events of 
the play. He states that it was necessary be-
cause many readers and audiences expected a 
romantic ending in which Eliza marries Hig-
gins. Shaw firmly rejects such an ending. He 
explains that the title Pygmalion refers to Eli-
za’s extraordinary transformation from a poor 
flower girl into a lady of society, not to a con-
ventional love story. Therefore, the play does 
not conclude with a romantic union between 
Higgins and Eliza.

Shaw argues that Eliza deliberately chooses 
not to marry Higgins. Although she admires 

his intelligence, she recognises that he is not 
suited for marriage. Higgins is deeply ab-
sorbed in his intellectual interests and would 
never be able to give another person the emo-
tional attention and affection required in a 
successful marriage. Eliza also dislikes his 
domineering attitude and values her own in-
dependence too highly to become dependent 
upon him. Higgins himself remains a lifelong 
bachelor. According to Shaw, his devotion to 
art, culture, language, and intellectual pursuits 
leaves little room for romantic attachment. 
Furthermore, his mother’s intelligence, grace, 
and refinement have set such a high standard 
that few women could satisfy his expectations.

Instead, Eliza marries Freddy Eynsford Hill. 
Freddy genuinely loves her and is devoted to 
her, but he lacks practical skills and has no 
profession through which he can earn a sta-
ble income. As a result, the couple face finan-
cial difficulties after their marriage. Neither 
Freddy’s mother nor Alfred Doolittle is in a 
position to provide regular support. Fortunate-
ly, Colonel Pickering helps them establish a 
flower shop. Through hard work and deter-
mination, Eliza gradually makes the business 
successful. Although she continues to look 
and behave like a duchess, she remains practi-
cal and independent, while Freddy retains his 
gentle and courteous nature.

The Epilogue also describes the future of oth-
er characters. Clara Eynsford Hill becomes 
interested in socialist ideas and adopts a sim-
pler way of life. Influenced by modern think-
ers and social reformers, she abandons many 
of her earlier attitudes and eventually finds 
employment in a furniture shop. Alfred Doo-
little continues to struggle with the responsi-
bilities imposed by his new wealth and social  
position.

Despite her marriage to Freddy, Eliza remains 
closely connected to Higgins and Pickering. 
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She is deeply grateful to Pickering and regards 
him almost as a father. Her relationship with 
Higgins is more complicated. They continue 
to argue and disagree, yet she remains inter-
ested in him and his ideas. Shaw concludes 
by observing that Eliza never truly likes Hig-
gins in the way a wife might love a husband. 
Their relationship resembles that of Galatea 
and Pygmalion from the Greek myth. Just as 
Galatea cannot entirely appreciate the sculp-
tor who created her, Eliza cannot fully accept 
the man who transformed her life. Higgins’s 
influence remains too powerful and too pater-
nal for a comfortable romantic relationship to 
develop between them.

Analysis

The Epilogue clarifies Shaw’s intentions and 
prevents readers from interpreting Pygmalion 
as a conventional romantic comedy. Shaw re-
jects the idea that Eliza’s happiness depends 
upon marrying Higgins and instead emphasis-
es her freedom of choice and personal inde-
pendence. The Epilogue reinforces the themes 
of self-respect, social mobility, and individ-
ual identity by showing Eliza building a life 
through her own efforts rather than through 
dependence on a powerful man. It also contin-
ues Shaw’s criticism of social class by demon-
strating that economic realities are often more 
important than romantic ideals. Most impor-
tantly, the Epilogue confirms that the real 
achievement of Higgins’s experiment is not 
Eliza’s ability to speak like a duchess but her 
development into a confident and independent 
woman capable of making her own decisions.

4.1.2.10 Analysis

Themes and Structure of Pygmalion

Pygmalion is one of Shaw's most carefully 
structured plays. Although it does not ob-
serve the classical unities of time and place, 
it possesses a strong thematic unity that binds 

together its various scenes and characters. 
The action extends over several months and 
moves from Covent Garden to Higgins's labo-
ratory, Mrs. Higgins's drawing room, the Em-
bassy Ball, and the streets of London. These 
changing settings are not merely decorative 
backgrounds but represent different levels of 
society through which Eliza passes during her 
remarkable journey. The movement from the 
flower market to fashionable drawing rooms 
symbolises her social ascent and reflects 
Shaw's interest in the relationship between 
language, class, and identity.

The central theme of the play is transforma-
tion. Shaw draws upon the Greek myth of Pyg-
malion and Galatea, but he adapts it to a mod-
ern social context. Higgins, the creator figure, 
transforms Eliza not by sculpting marble but 
by teaching phonetics and correct pronunci-
ation. At first, the transformation appears to 
be purely external. Eliza learns to speak Stan-
dard English, dresses elegantly, and acquires 
refined manners. However, Shaw gradually 
reveals that the change is much deeper than 
Higgins imagines. Education awakens Eliza's 
intelligence, self-respect, and awareness of 
her own worth. The experiment succeeds be-
yond Higgins's expectations because it creates 
not merely a lady but an independent woman 
capable of thinking and acting for herself.

Closely connected with transformation is the 
theme of identity. Eliza's education removes 
her from the world of Covent Garden, yet it 
does not automatically secure her a place in 
upper-class society. As a result, she finds her-
self trapped between two worlds. She can no 
longer return comfortably to her old life, but 
neither does she fully belong to the new so-
cial environment into which Higgins has in-
troduced her. This identity crisis becomes the 
major conflict of the later acts. Shaw presents 
the problem as one faced by many people 
whose education or social advancement sep-
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arates them from their original communities. 
Eliza's eventual decision to shape her own 
future demonstrates her strength of charac-
ter and establishes her as Shaw's ideal New 
Woman.

A parallel transformation occurs in the char-
acter of Alfred Doolittle. Unlike Eliza, whose 
advancement results from education and ef-
fort, Doolittle's rise in society comes through 
unexpected wealth. Shaw uses this subplot to 
satirise social values and middle-class moral-
ity. As a poor dustman, Doolittle enjoys free-
dom and independence despite his poverty. 
When he becomes wealthy, he acquires social 
respectability but loses much of the freedom 
he once cherished. Through this ironic re-
versal, Shaw questions the assumption that 
wealth automatically leads to happiness or 
fulfilment.

The structure of the play effectively develops 
these themes. Act I introduces the principal 
characters and establishes the challenge of 
transforming Eliza. Act II begins the experi-
ment and reveals its practical and moral im-
plications. Act III represents the climax of the 
transformation as Eliza successfully enters 
fashionable society. Acts IV and V explore the 
consequences of this success, focusing on Eli-
za's struggle for independence and self-defi-
nition. The Epilogue completes the narrative 
by explaining the future lives of the characters 
and reinforcing Shaw's rejection of a conven-
tional romantic conclusion. Thus, every part 
of the play contributes to the development of 
its central ideas.

Shaw enriches these themes with a wide 
range of social and intellectual concerns. He 
explores the significance of phonetics and 
language, attacks rigid class distinctions, crit-
icises middle-class morality, and examines the 
position of women in modern society. He also 
draws attention to the plight of the genteel 

poor through the Eynsford Hill family. Yet 
despite its serious concerns, Pygmalion re-
mains one of Shaw's most entertaining plays. 
His wit, humour, lively dialogue, and memo-
rable characters ensure that the play functions 
simultaneously as social criticism and as an 
engaging comedy.

Pygmalion as a Problem Play

Pygmalion is often described as a problem 
play because it addresses important social is-
sues through realistic situations and intellec-
tual debate. Shaw believed that drama should 
do more than entertain audiences. It should 
encourage them to think critically about 
society and question accepted beliefs. In  
Pygmalion, he combines humour with serious 
social analysis and presents a number of prob-
lems that remain relevant even today.

The most important problem explored in the 
play is the problem of education. Higgins un-
dertakes the task of educating Eliza with the 
intention of transforming her into a lady. Like 
any dedicated teacher, he seeks to remove 
ignorance and impart knowledge. However, 
Shaw demonstrates that education has conse-
quences beyond the acquisition of skills. Eli-
za's training changes her speech, appearance, 
behaviour, and outlook on life. Once educat-
ed, she becomes dissatisfied with her former 
existence and develops new ambitions and 
expectations. Yet this very success creates a 
dilemma. She no longer belongs to the social 
class from which she came, but she has not 
been fully integrated into the world she now 
inhabits. Shaw thus raises a significant ques-
tion: What responsibility does society have to-
wards individuals whose education separates 
them from their original social environment?

Closely related to this issue is Shaw's concern 
with language and pronunciation. As a student 
of phonetics, Shaw was fascinated by speech 
and believed that pronunciation often served 
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as an unfair basis for social discrimination. 
Throughout the play, accent functions as a 
marker of class. Higgins's ability to identify 
a person's background merely by listening to 
speech demonstrates how deeply language 
is linked to social status. Eliza's successful 
transformation proves that these distinctions 
are largely artificial. By presenting phonetics 
as a tool for social mobility, Shaw challenges 
conventional assumptions about class superi-
ority and exposes the irrational nature of so-
cial prejudice.

Another major issue addressed in the play is 
the nature of social class and morality. Through 
Alfred Doolittle, Shaw offers a humorous but 
penetrating critique of middle-class values. 
Doolittle openly admits his shortcomings and 
refuses to pretend that he is morally respect-
able. Ironically, he often appears more honest 
than the supposedly respectable members of 
society. When wealth forces him into the mid-
dle class, he becomes trapped by the very con-
ventions he once ridiculed. Through Doolit-
tle's experiences, Shaw suggests that morality 
is often shaped less by ethical principles than 
by social and economic circumstances.

The play also examines the economic difficul-
ties faced by the genteel poor. The Eynsford 
Hill family possesses good manners, educa-

tion, and social standing but lacks financial se-
curity. Their situation exposes the weakness-
es of a class system that values appearance 
and status more highly than productive work. 
Shaw implies that social change and a more 
practical attitude towards labour are necessary 
if such inequalities are to be overcome.

Perhaps the most modern aspect of the play is 
its treatment of women's independence. Eliza 
refuses to remain a passive creation of Hig-
gins. Instead, she insists upon making her own 
decisions and controlling her own future. Her 
rejection of Higgins's authority represents a 
challenge to traditional gender roles and re-
flects the emergence of the New Woman in 
the early twentieth century. Shaw deliberate-
ly avoids a conventional romantic ending be-
cause he wishes to emphasise Eliza's indepen-
dence rather than her dependence on a man.

Through wit, satire, and dramatic conflict, 
Shaw transforms these social issues into 
compelling theatre. The audience laughs at 
the characters and situations, yet beneath the 
comedy lies a serious examination of educa-
tion, class, language, gender, and social re-
sponsibility. It is this combination of enter-
tainment and intellectual inquiry that makes 
Pygmalion one of the finest examples of the 
modern problem play.

	f Bernard Shaw was one of the most influential dramatists of modern English  
literature.

	f Pygmalion was first performed in 1913 and remains Shaw's most popular play.
	f The play is based on the Greek myth of Pygmalion and Galatea.
	f The story centres on the transformation of Eliza Doolittle from a flower girl into 
a lady.

	f Henry Higgins is a professor of phonetics who undertakes Eliza's transformation.
	f Colonel Pickering supports Higgins and treats Eliza with kindness and respect.
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	f Language and pronunciation function as important markers of social class in the 
play.

	f Eliza's education enables her to move across social boundaries.
	f The play examines the relationship between language, identity, and social status.
	f Shaw criticises the rigid class distinctions of Edwardian society.
	f Alfred Doolittle provides humour and social criticism through his unconventional 
views.

	f The transformation of Doolittle parallels Eliza's rise in society.
	f Mrs. Pearce and Mrs. Higgins recognise the human consequences of Higgins's 
experiment.

	f Eliza's success creates a crisis of identity and belonging.
	f The play explores the responsibilities that accompany education and social ad-
vancement.

	f Freddy Eynsford Hill represents genuine affection and devotion towards Eliza.
	f Shaw presents Eliza as an example of the modern independent woman.
	f Pygmalion combines comedy, social criticism, and intellectual debate.
	f The play is regarded as an important modern problem play.
	f The Epilogue rejects a conventional romantic ending and emphasises Eliza's  
independence.

1.	 Who is the author of Pygmalion?
2.	 On which Greek myth is Pygmalion based?
3.	 Where does the play open?
4.	 What is Eliza Doolittle's occupation at the beginning of the play?
5.	 What is Henry Higgins's profession?
6.	 Who makes a wager with Higgins regarding Eliza's transformation?
7.	 What does Eliza hope to achieve by learning proper speech?
8.	 Who is Alfred Doolittle?
9.	 At whose house does Eliza receive her speech training?
10.	For whom is Eliza mistaken at the Embassy Ball?
11.	What major social issue is explored through Eliza's transformation?
12.	Who consistently treats Eliza with courtesy and respect?

Objective Questions
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1.	 George Bernard Shaw
2.	 The myth of Pygmalion and Galatea
3.	 Covent Garden, London
4.	 She is a flower seller
5.	 He is a professor of phonetics
6.	 Colonel Pickering
7.	 To obtain respectable employment in a flower shop
8.	 Eliza's father
9.	 Higgins's house
10.	A Hungarian princess
11.	Social class and social mobility
12.	Colonel Pickering
13.	She feels neglected and uncertain about her future
14.	Because Shaw wished to emphasise Eliza's independence
15.	Because it examines social problems such as education, class, language, and  

identity

Answers

13.	Why does Eliza leave Higgins's house in Act IV?
14.	Why does Shaw refuse to unite Eliza and Higgins in marriage?
15.	Why is Pygmalion considered a problem play?

1.	 Examine the transformation of Eliza Doolittle from a flower girl to an  
independent woman.

2.	 Analyse the role of language and pronunciation in determining social status in 
Pygmalion.

3.	 Discuss the character of Henry Higgins and his contribution to Eliza's  
development.

4.	 Evaluate Pygmalion as a problem play with reference to its treatment of  
education, class, and identity.

5.	 Prepare a seminar paper on Shaw's criticism of social class and middle-class  
morality in Pygmalion.
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1.	 Shaw, George Bernard. Pygmalion. Orient BlackSwan.
2.	 Gibbs, A. M. Bernard Shaw: A Life. University Press of Florida.
3.	 Berst, Charles A. Bernard Shaw and the Art of Drama. University of Illinois Press.
4.	 Innes, Christopher. Modern British Drama. Cambridge University Press.
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Drama
(Non-detailed study)

Riders to the sea - J.M.Synge 

Murder in the Cathedral - T. S. Eliot 

Unit
2

Upon the completion of this unit, the learner will be able to:

	f understand the life and literary contributions of J. M. Synge and T. S. Eliot
	f unalyse the plot, characters, and dramatic techniques employed in Riders to the 
Sea and Murder in the Cathedral

	f examine the themes of fate, suffering, martyrdom, faith, and human endurance 
depicted in the plays

	f evaluate the significance of the two plays in the development of modern drama
	f appreciate the artistic and cultural importance of Irish drama and modern poetic 

drama

Drama is one of the major literary genres and combines dialogue, action, characterisation, 
and performance to present human experiences on stage. Before studying this unit, learners 
should possess a basic understanding of dramatic elements such as plot, character, setting, 
conflict, and theme. Familiarity with the conventions of tragedy, symbolism, and dramatic 
structure will help them appreciate how playwrights communicate ideas through theatrical 
representation rather than narrative description.

A general awareness of the historical and cultural backgrounds of Ireland and medieval En-
gland will be useful for understanding the contexts of the prescribed plays. Riders to the Sea 
reflects the harsh realities of life in the Aran Islands and the dependence of coastal commu-
nities on the sea, while Murder in the Cathedral is rooted in the historical conflict between 
Thomas Becket and King Henry II. Knowledge of these social and historical circumstances 
will enable learners to understand the motivations of the characters and the significance of 
the events portrayed in the plays.

Learners should also have a basic understanding of literary concepts such as realism, sym-
bolism, poetic drama, and religious themes in literature. Since both plays deal with pro-
found human concerns such as suffering, sacrifice, fate, faith, and endurance, an ability to 
engage with deeper philosophical and moral questions will enhance their appreciation of 
the texts. Such background knowledge will help learners analyse the dramatic techniques 
employed by Synge and Eliot and understand the enduring relevance of their works.

Learning Outcomes

Prerequisites
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Irish Literary Revival,   Martyrdom, Fate and Suffering, Poetic Drama, Church and State,  
Conflict, Chorus

Section 1

Riders to the sea - J.M.Synge

Keywords

Discussion
4.2.1 J. M. Synge

4.2.1.1 J. M. Synge: Life and Works

John Millington Synge (1871–1909) was one 
of the most important figures of the Irish Lit-
erary Revival. He was born into a Protestant 
family near Dublin and received his educa-
tion at Trinity College, Dublin. Although he 
initially studied music and planned a career 
as a musician, his interests gradually shifted 
towards literature and cultural studies. During 
his stay in Paris, he came into contact with 
leading literary figures, including W. B. Yeats, 
who encouraged him to explore Irish life and 
culture as a source for creative writing.

Following Yeats’s advice, Synge visited the 
Aran Islands off the western coast of Ireland. 
These visits proved decisive in shaping his 
literary career. He lived among the islanders, 
observed their customs and beliefs, listened to 
their speech, and recorded their experiences. 
The harsh conditions of life on the islands, 
the constant struggle against nature, and the 
rich oral traditions of the people provided 
him with the material for many of his works. 
Synge believed that literature should represent 
life truthfully while preserving the beauty and 
vitality of local speech.

Although his literary career was brief, Synge 
produced several remarkable plays that se-
cured his place in modern drama. His major 
works include In the Shadow of the Glen, 
Riders to the Sea, The Well of the Saints, The 

Playboy of the Western World, and Deirdre of 
the Sorrows. These plays combine realism, 
poetic language, folklore, and tragic insight. 
Synge died at the age of thirty-eight, but his 
contribution to Irish drama remains immense. 
Today he is regarded as one of the founders of 
modern Irish theatre and one of the greatest 
dramatists of the twentieth century.

4.2.1.2 Synge as a Dramatist

J. M. Synge occupies a unique place in mod-
ern drama because of his ability to transform 
the ordinary experiences of rural Irish people 
into powerful works of art. His plays are root-
ed in the life of the Irish peasantry, particular-
ly the inhabitants of the western coast and the 
Aran Islands. Instead of presenting romantic 
or idealised pictures of rural life, he portrayed 
the hardships, struggles, beliefs, and emotions 
of ordinary people with honesty and sympa-
thy. His dramatic vision combines realism 
with poetic imagination, creating works that 
are both authentic and artistically rich.

One of Synge's greatest achievements was 
his use of language. He drew inspiration 
from the speech patterns of Irish peasants and 
transformed them into a distinctive dramatic 
style. His dialogue possesses a musical qual-
ity and poetic beauty while remaining close-
ly connected to everyday life. Through this 
language, he was able to capture the humour, 
wisdom, courage, and suffering of the people 
he portrayed. His plays are also notable for 
their vivid characterisation and their ability 
to blend comedy and tragedy within the same 
dramatic framework.
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Synge’s dramas frequently explore themes 
such as human suffering, fate, loneliness, 
death, and the relationship between human 
beings and nature. In Riders to the Sea, for 
example, he presents the tragic struggle of a 
family against the destructive power of the 
sea. His works often suggest that human be-
ings must endure suffering with courage and 
dignity. Through his realistic portrayal of life, 
poetic language, and profound understanding 
of human experience, Synge made a lasting 
contribution to modern drama and helped es-
tablish the international reputation of Irish 
theatre.

4.2.2 Riders to the Sea

4.2.2.1 Introduction to the Play

Riders to the Sea is widely regarded as J. M. 
Synge's masterpiece and one of the finest one-
act tragedies in English literature. The play 
was inspired by Synge's experiences on the 
Aran Islands, where he observed the harsh 
conditions under which fishermen and their 
families lived. The islanders depended upon 
the sea for their livelihood, yet the same sea 
constantly threatened their lives. Synge was 
deeply moved by their courage, endurance, 
and acceptance of suffering, and these expe-
riences provided the foundation for the play. 
The play owes much to the influence of W. B. 
Yeats, who encouraged Synge to visit the Aran 
Islands and study a way of life that had rarely 
been represented in literature. During several 
visits, Synge lived among the islanders, ob-
served their customs and beliefs, and listened 
to their stories. Many incidents in Riders to 
the Sea are based on real events that he wit-
nessed or heard about during these visits. The 
play reflects the tragic atmosphere of the is-
lands, where death at sea was a frequent reali-
ty and where families lived under the constant 
shadow of loss.

First published in 1903 and staged at the Ab-
bey Theatre in Dublin in 1904, Riders to the 
Sea was soon recognised as an outstanding 
dramatic achievement. Critics and audiences 
admired its simplicity, emotional power, and 
poetic language. Although the play is brief, it 
deals with universal themes such as fate, suf-
fering, death, and human resilience. Its com-
bination of realism, symbolism, and tragic 
intensity has secured its place as one of the 
greatest one-act plays in modern drama.

4.2.2.2 The Title and Its Significance

The title Riders to the Sea is highly suggestive 
and closely connected to the central theme of 
the play. It immediately directs attention to 
the relationship between the islanders and the 
sea, which dominates every aspect of their 
lives. For the people of the Aran Islands, the 
sea is both a source of livelihood and a force 
of destruction. The fishermen who venture 
out upon it are literally its riders, risking their 
lives each time they leave the shore. The title 
also reflects the tragic story of Maurya's fami-
ly. Before the play begins, the sea has already 
claimed the lives of her husband, her father-
in-law, and several of her sons. Michael has 
recently disappeared, and Bartley, her last sur-
viving son, prepares to face the same danger. 
The title therefore symbolises not only a phys-
ical journey but also a movement towards an 
uncertain and often fatal destiny. In addition, 
the title suggests the supernatural atmosphere 
that surrounds the play. Maurya's vision of 
Michael's ghost riding behind Bartley fore-
shadows the tragedy that follows. The image 
of the living and the dead riding together to-
wards the sea reinforces the themes of fate, 
mortality, and the mysterious forces that gov-
ern human life. Thus, the title is both literal 
and symbolic, capturing the essential meaning 
of the play.
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4.2.2.3 Major Characters

Maurya

Maurya is the central character of the play and 
one of the most memorable mothers in mod-
ern drama. She has endured immense suffer-
ing through the loss of her husband, father-
in-law, and sons to the sea. By the end of the 
play, she loses her last surviving son, Bartley. 
Although overwhelmed by grief, she ultimate-
ly accepts her fate with dignity and courage. 
Maurya represents the endurance and resil-
ience of ordinary human beings in the face of 
suffering.

Bartley

Bartley is Maurya's youngest and only surviv-
ing son at the beginning of the play. Despite 
his mother's fears, he insists on going to sea 
because his family depends on him for sup-
port. His determination reflects the harsh real-
ities of life on the Aran Islands, where surviv-
al often requires confronting danger. Bartley's 

death at the end of the play completes the trag-
ic destruction of Maurya's family.

Cathleen

Cathleen is Maurya's elder daughter and acts 
as a source of support within the family. She is 
practical, responsible, and caring. Throughout 
the play, she tries to comfort her mother and 
manage the household during a period of cri-
sis. Her calm and sensible behaviour provides 
stability amid the grief and uncertainty that 
surround the family.

Nora

Nora is Maurya's younger daughter. She is 
more emotional and sensitive than Cathleen 
and is deeply affected by the tragic events un-
folding around her. Together with Cathleen, 
she attempts to protect her mother from pain-
ful news about Michael. Nora's reactions help 
convey the atmosphere of fear, sorrow, and 
anxiety that pervades the play.

4.2.2.4 Summary of Riders to the Sea

Fig. 4.2.1 Riders to the Sea
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Maurya's Objections Ignored by Bartley +3

Ignoring his mother's objections, Bartley be-
gins to prepare for his journey to the mainland. 
He gives several instructions to his sisters 
regarding the management of the household 
during his absence for three or four days. He 
tells them to ensure that the sheep do not stray 
into the rye field and advises them to sell the 
pig with the black feet if a cattle dealer offers a 
good price. He further asks them to gather suf-
ficient seaweed. He then remarks that it will 
be very difficult for him to cope with all the 
responsibilities of the family because there is 
no other male member left in the house. Mau-
rya responds sorrowfully that the real difficul-
ty for the family will arise when Bartley too 
gets drowned like all the other male members. 
If he insists on undertaking this trip to the 
mainland and is drowned, she and her daugh-
ters will have no one to provide food for them.

Bartley Ready to Leave

Bartley pays no attention to his mother's fears 
and warnings. Maurya tells him that he is a 
hard and cruel man for refusing to listen to her 
when she is trying to keep him back from go-
ing to sea. Cathleen intervenes and points out 
that going to sea is part of a young man's life 
and that her mother is unnecessarily repeating 
the same fears over and over again. Bartley 
then picks up the halter he has made from a 
rope and prepares to leave. He says that he 
will ride down on the red mare while the grey 
pony follows behind him. Before departing, 
he invokes God's blessing upon them all.

Maurya's Fears About Bartley

Maurya is overcome with grief as Bartley 
leaves the house. She feels certain that she 
will never see him again and believes that he 
too will perish in the sea, leaving her with-
out a single son in the world. Cathleen scolds 
her mother for speaking such ominous words 

in Bartley's hearing and says that she should 
bless him instead. She reminds Maurya that 
there is already enough sorrow in the house 
because Michael has recently disappeared at 
sea. Suddenly, Cathleen remembers that she 
has forgotten to hand over the cake to Bart-
ley. She quickly removes it from the oven and 
blames her mother for distracting everyone 
with her constant expressions of grief. She 
remarks that nobody can properly attend to 
household duties when an old woman keeps 
lamenting endlessly.

Maurya to Carry Some Bread for Bartley

Cathleen cuts a piece of bread from the cake, 
wraps it in a cloth, and gives it to Maurya. She 
urges her mother to carry it to Bartley and give 
him her blessing when he passes the spring 
well on his way to the pier. Although weak-
ened by age and grief, Maurya agrees to go. 
Nora gives her a stick for support while walk-
ing. The stick had been brought from Conne-
mara by Michael. Seeing it, Maurya sadly 
remarks that usually old people leave things 
behind for the younger generation, but in this 
case a young man has left something behind 
for an old woman. Leaning on the stick, she 
slowly leaves the house.

The Bundle of Clothes Opened

After Maurya's departure, Nora brings down 
the bundle of clothing hidden in the turf in 
the loft. Cathleen struggles to untie the string 
around it and finally cuts it with a knife. Nora 
observes that Donegal, where the clothes 
were found, is a great distance away. Cathleen 
agrees and recalls being told that a man would 
need seven days to walk there from their is-
land. Nora wonders how long the body of a 
drowned man might take to drift from Done-
gal to their coast. Before Cathleen can answer, 
she opens the bundle and removes the shirt 
and stocking contained within it.
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The Clothes Identified as Michael's

The sisters carefully examine the clothes. At 
first, they notice that the shirt is made of flan-
nel similar to that worn by Michael, though 
this alone is not conclusive proof. The deci-
sive evidence comes when Nora counts the 
stitches in the stocking and recognizes it as 
one she had knitted for Michael herself. The 
girls now realize that the clothes belonged to 
their missing brother. Cathleen begins to weep 
and says that it is painful to think that Michael 
died alone in the sea with nobody except the 
black seabirds to mourn him. Nora joins her in 
lamenting that all that remains of their broth-
er, once a strong fisherman and rower, is a bit 
of an old shirt and a plain stocking.

Maurya Returning to the House

Soon Maurya is seen returning to the house. 
The sisters quickly hide the bundle in a cor-
ner so that she will not see it. Cathleen hopes 
that her mother may be feeling somewhat re-
lieved after blessing Bartley and believes that 
it would be unwise to reveal the truth about 
Michael's clothes at that moment.

A Frightful Vision Seen by Maurya

When Maurya enters, she is still carrying 
the parcel of bread. It is evident that she has 
failed to deliver it to Bartley. She begins to 
wail and moan in distress. When her daugh-
ters ask whether she saw Bartley and why she 
is lamenting Michael's death which cannot 
be undone, Maurya replies that her heart is 
broken because she has witnessed a dreadful 
sight. She explains that she saw Bartley riding 
the red mare, but behind him she saw Michael 
riding the grey pony. She insists that Michael 
appeared before her dressed in fine clothes 
and wearing new shoes. The vision convinces 
her that Michael is dead and that Bartley too 
is doomed. She adds that although she tried to 
bless Bartley, she was unable to utter a single 
word when he passed her.

Maurya's Premonition of Bartley's Death

Nora attempts to reassure her mother by re-
peating the young priest's belief that God 
would not leave her completely destitute by 
taking away her last surviving son. Mau-
rya rejects this idea and says that the priest 
knows little about the sea and its cruelty. She 
declares with certainty that Bartley will never 
return alive. She asks her daughters to send 
for a neighbour to make a coffin for him. The 
white planks that she had bought for Michael's 
coffin can now be used for Bartley's.

Maurya's Account of the Past Tragedies in 
Her Life

Maurya then recalls the many tragedies that 
have marked her life. She remembers hav-
ing lived in the house with her husband, her 
husband's father, and six sons. She recounts 
how she had a difficult time at every delivery, 
and now all her sons have perished in the sea, 
alongside her husband and his father. She re-
calls when Stephen and Shawn were lost in a 
storm; their bodies were later recovered from 
the Bay of Gregory and brought home togeth-
er on a single plank.

Maurya's Accounts of Previous Deaths by 
Drowning

Just at this point, Cathleen and Nora hear 
mournful sounds coming from the seashore, 
but they do not understand their significance. 
Maurya continues her lamentation, unaware 
of the sounds from outside. She speaks of 
another son, Sheamus, who drowned in the 
sea along with his father and grandfather on 
a dark night. Their bodies disappeared with-
out leaving any trace behind. She then men-
tions the drowning of another son, Patch, who 
perished when his boat overturned. She re-
members sitting in the house with the infant 
Bartley on her lap when a number of women 
entered silently, making the sign of the Cross. 
Soon afterwards, several men arrived carrying 
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Patch's body wrapped in a red sail dripping 
with seawater, leaving a track of water-drops 
right up to the doorstep.

Bartley's Death by Drowning

As Maurya reaches this point in her recollec-
tions, the door opens softly and a group of old 
women enters, making the sign of the Cross at 
the threshold before kneeling down with their 
heads covered in red petticoats. Maurya, con-
fused by grief and memories, asks whether the 
body being brought in is Patch's or Michael's. 
Cathleen reminds her that Michael's body was 
found and buried in the far north in Done-
gal and therefore cannot be returning home. 
Maurya remains uncertain, remarking that a 
drowned body drifting in the sea for nine days 
may change beyond recognition, making it 
impossible even for a mother to identify her 
son. To convince her, Cathleen produces Mi-
chael's shirt and stocking as evidence.

As Maurya takes the clothes, several men ap-
proach the house carrying a dead body laid on 
a wooden plank and covered with a piece of 
cloth. Cathleen asks one of the women if it 
is Bartley, and the woman confirms that it is. 
She explains that Bartley was knocked into 
the sea by his grey pony and swept away by 
the waves where he drowned.

Rest and Sleep at Last for Maurya

Maurya kneels at the head of the table while 
Cathleen and Nora kneel at the other end. The 
men kneel near the door, and the women begin 
to lament softly, swaying their bodies to ex-
press their grief. Maurya declares that all the 
men of her family are now gone. The sea can 
do no more harm to her because it has already 
taken everything. For years she had lived in 
fear whenever her husband or sons went out 
to sea and the wind blew fiercely. She used to 
fetch Holy Water in the dark nights after All 
Souls' Day (1st November) to perform sacred 

rituals. Now, with all her menfolk dead, those 
fears have come to an end. She will no longer 
need Holy Water, nor will she worry when the 
weather is rough while other women pray for 
their men.

Maurya asks Nora to bring the small quanti-
ty of Holy Water that remains in the house. 
She sprinkles it over Michael's clothes and 
over Bartley's dead body. She explains that 
she had always prayed earnestly for Bartley, 
crying out to the Almighty during long nights 
of anxiety until she did not even know what 
she was saying. Yet, she feels a great burden 
has been lifted from her heart. Although she 
and her daughters must survive on damp flour 
and stale fish without a breadwinner, she be-
lieves she will finally find rest and sleep be-
cause there is nobody left whose safety she 
must worry about. Maurya then kneels again, 
making the sign of the Cross and praying in a 
low voice.

A Coffin to Be Made for Bartley's Dead 
Body

Cathleen instructs an old man to come at 
sunrise with another worker named Eamon 
so that they may build a coffin for Bartley. 
She explains that the fine white planks pur-
chased earlier for Michael's coffin can now be 
used for Bartley's, and promises them fresh-
ly baked cake while they work. The old man 
asks if Maurya purchased nails along with the 
boards. Cathleen replies that no nails were 
bought. Another man expresses surprise at 
this omission, noting that after seeing so many 
coffins built in the house, Maurya should not 
have forgotten them. Cathleen explains that 
old age and constant sorrow have made her 
mother forgetful.

Maurya Tired of Crying and Weeping

Maurya rises slowly once more and sprinkles 
the remaining drops of Holy Water over Mi-
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chael's clothes and Bartley's body. Nora whis-
pers to Cathleen that their mother now seems 
calm and tranquil, noting that she had wept 
bitterly when Michael disappeared and sug-
gesting that perhaps she loved him more than 
Bartley. Cathleen disagrees, explaining that 
her mother's calmness comes not from favorit-
ism but from sheer exhaustion after nine days 
of intense grief and mourning, noting that an 
old woman soon tires of endless lamentation.

Maurya's Resignation to Her Fate

Maurya places the empty cup upside down on 
the table and rests her hands upon Bartley's 
feet. She notes that all the men of her family 
are together now, implying that the souls of 
the departed have reunited in the next world. 
She invokes God's mercy upon the souls of 
the dead and the living alike:

"May the Almighty God have mercy on Bart-
ley's soul, and on Michael's soul, and on the 
souls of Sheamus and Patch, and Stephen and 
Shawn; and may He have mercy on my soul, 
Nora, and on the soul of every one left living 
in the world."

Maurya pauses as the women raise their voic-
es in a brief lamentation. When it subsides, 
Maurya delivers her final speech:

"Michael has a clean burial in the far north, by 
the grace of the Almighty God. Bartley will 
have a fine coffin out of the white boards and 
a deep grave, surely. What more can we want 
than that? No man at all can be living for ever, 
and we must be satisfied."

The play closes with Maurya's complete resig-
nation to her fate. Death must come to every-
one, and she finds final consolation in the fact 
that both of her sons have received a proper 
burial.

4.2.2.5 Analysis of the Play

Riders to the Sea is a masterpiece of modern 
Irish drama and one of the finest one-act trag-
edies in English literature. Though brief in 
length, the play possesses remarkable emo-
tional depth and artistic perfection. Through 
the story of a single family living on the Aran 
Islands, Synge explores universal themes such 
as fate, suffering, endurance, and death. The 
play combines realism, symbolism, poetic 
language, and tragic intensity to create a pow-
erful dramatic experience that continues to 
move readers and audiences alike.

Unity of Plot and Singleness of Impression

The plot of Riders to the Sea is remarkably 
compact and closely knit. The play produc-
es a strong unity of impression because there 
are no digressions or irrelevant details. There 
is no subplot or side plot of any kind. The 
story simply recounts how the various male 
members of Maurya's family have been lost 
to the sea at different times and how her last 
surviving son is also taken away from her. At 
the beginning of the play, the audience learns 
about the reported drowning of Michael and 
becomes aware of the danger that Bartley fac-
es as he prepares to sail to the mainland. Later, 
after Maurya experiences the frightening vi-
sion of Michael riding the grey pony, the audi-
ence learns about the earlier deaths of her hus-
band, her husband's father, and her other sons. 
The climax comes when Bartley's dead body 
is brought home, confirming Maurya's fears. 
Every incident contributes to the gradual un-
folding of both past and present events, and 
all the action centres upon a single family of 
which Maurya is the chief representative. The 
result is a powerful and unified tragic effect.

Realistic Characterisation and Plot

If Riders to the Sea is remarkable for its com-
pact plot, it is equally remarkable for its re-

SG
O

U



157SGOU - SLM - BA English (Honours) - English Literature from 1900 to 1945

alistic characterisation. Synge creates char-
acters who appear completely authentic and 
convincing. After reading the play, one feels 
as though these people have actually been en-
countered in real life. Although Maurya dom-
inates the drama, Cathleen, Nora, and Bartley 
are also vividly portrayed as distinct individu-
als. Cathleen, the elder daughter, is practical, 
responsible, and assertive. Nora is gentler and 
more emotional, yet she possesses courage 
and resilience. Bartley is determined and prac-
tical, refusing to be influenced by his mother's 
fears because he recognises his responsibility 
towards the family. Above all, Maurya emerg-
es as an unforgettable figure. Her immense 
suffering, courage, endurance, and dignity 
command admiration. Though overwhelmed 
by grief, she ultimately rises above it and ac-
cepts her fate with remarkable strength.

The realism of the characterisation is rein-
forced by the realism of the plot. There is 
nothing extravagant or improbable about the 
events. The family depends entirely upon the 
sea for its livelihood. As fishermen and is-
landers who frequently travel to the mainland, 
they constantly face danger. Therefore, the 
succession of tragedies that affects Maurya's 
family appears entirely credible and natural 
within the context of their lives.

Simplicity of Character Drawing

The characters in the play are simple people 
living on an isolated island far removed from 
urban sophistication. They represent human 
nature in its most elemental form. Conse-
quently, the play contains little psychological 
complexity or subtle analysis. The responses 
of Cathleen and Nora to the tragic events are 
straightforward and natural. Their emotions 
and actions arise directly from their circum-
stances.   Maurya possesses greater depth 
because of her age, experience, and suffer-
ing, but she too does not engage in elaborate 

self-analysis. There is no internal psycholog-
ical conflict in the modern sense. The strug-
gle in the play is not within the minds of the 
characters but between human beings and the 
powerful external force represented by the 
sea. This simplicity contributes significantly 
to the play's emotional clarity and dramatic 
effectiveness.

Supernatural Elements in the Play

Although Riders to the Sea is fundamentally 
realistic in its plot and characterisation, Synge 
introduces certain supernatural elements that 
create an atmosphere of mystery and forebod-
ing. The most important of these is Maurya's 
vision of Michael riding the grey pony behind 
Bartley. After her unsuccessful attempt to 
give bread and blessings to Bartley, Maurya 
returns home deeply disturbed. She tells her 
daughters that she has witnessed the most ter-
rifying sight imaginable. She claims to have 
seen Michael, who is already dead, riding be-
hind Bartley. Since Michael's body has been 
found in the far north near Donegal, this vi-
sion suggests the appearance of a ghost or su-
pernatural presence.

The vision serves several purposes. It height-
ens the atmosphere of suspense, reflects the 
folk beliefs of the island community, and fore-
shadows Bartley's death. It also reveals Mau-
rya's profound intuition and her understanding 
of the tragedy that is about to occur. Thus, the 
supernatural element strengthens rather than 
weakens the realism of the play because it 
emerges naturally from the beliefs and experi-
ences of the characters.

Symbolism in the Play

Synge employs several symbols to deepen the 
meaning of the drama. The most important 
symbol is the sea itself. Throughout the play, 
the sea functions as both a giver and a destroy-
er of life. It provides livelihood for the island-
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ers while simultaneously claiming the lives of 
those who depend upon it. The sea symbolis-
es fate or destiny, a force that human beings 
cannot control or resist. The number nine ap-
pears repeatedly in the play and has symbol-
ic significance. Michael has been missing for 
nine days, and Maurya has spent those days 
mourning him. When Patch died years earlier, 
groups of women entered the house in num-
bers that together total nine. These recurring 
references contribute to the atmosphere of fate 
and inevitability.

The red mare and the grey pony also carry 
symbolic meaning. Michael's appearance on 
the grey pony foreshadows death and suggests 
the continuation of the tragic cycle affecting 
Maurya's family. The stick that Michael left 
behind, the white boards intended for a coffin, 
and the new clothes worn by Michael's ghost 
further reinforce the themes of death, mem-
ory, and loss. Through these symbols, Synge 
enriches the emotional and philosophical di-
mensions of the play.

Riders to the Sea as a Tragedy

Riders to the Sea possesses many of the char-
acteristics of classical tragedy. Like the heroes 
of ancient Greek drama, Maurya finds herself 
confronting forces that lie beyond human con-
trol. The conflict is not internal but external. It 
is a struggle between human beings and fate, 
represented by the sea. Maurya is the princi-
pal sufferer in the play. Although she remains 
alive at the end, she has lost her husband, fa-
ther-in-law, and all her sons. The audience ex-
periences profound pity for her suffering and 
fear at the recognition that human beings are 
ultimately powerless before death and destiny. 
The play achieves a powerful cathartic effect 
through Maurya's response to tragedy. Instead 
of rebellion or despair, she reaches a state 
of acceptance and resignation. Her dignified 
endurance elevates her into a truly tragic fig-

ure and gives the play its enduring emotional 
power.

The Real-Life Basis of the Play

The inspiration for Riders to the Sea came 
from an actual incident witnessed by Synge 
during his visits to the Aran Islands. He re-
corded the event in his travel book The Aran 
Islands. In that account, he describes meeting 
the grieving mother of a drowned man and lat-
er hearing the man's sister identify his cloth-
ing. The emotional impact of this experience 
remained with Synge and eventually formed 
the basis of the play. By transforming a real 
incident into a work of art, Synge was able to 
capture the realities of island life while also 
expressing universal truths about suffering, 
mortality, and human endurance. The play's 
realism and emotional authenticity owe much 
to this direct connection with lived experi-
ence.

The Sea as the Central Force

Several critics have observed that the sea func-
tions almost as a character in the play. The sea 
governs the lives of the islanders, determines 
their fortunes, and ultimately decides their 
fate. It is both provider and destroyer, offering 
sustenance while demanding sacrifice. The 
young priest expresses confidence that God 
will not leave Maurya completely destitute, 
but Maurya dismisses this optimism, saying 
that the priest knows little about the sea. Her 
statement emphasises the immense power that 
the sea holds over the lives of the islanders. In 
many ways, the sea appears as a force more 
immediate and more influential than any hu-
man authority. Yet despite its power, the is-
landers continue to challenge it because sur-
vival depends upon doing so. Their courage in 
confronting this overwhelming force gives the 
play much of its tragic dignity.
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Language and Poetic Diction

One of the most distinctive features of  
Riders to the Sea is its language. Synge based 
the dialogue on the speech patterns of the 
people of western Ireland, particularly those 
living on the Aran Islands. This Anglo-Irish 
dialect preserves many features of Gaelic syn-
tax and expression while remaining accessible 
to English-speaking audiences. The language 
possesses a unique rhythm and musical qual-

ity. It combines simplicity with poetic beauty, 
allowing ordinary speech to convey profound 
emotions and ideas. Synge's use of local idi-
oms and imagery lends authenticity to the play 
while also elevating it into a work of art. The 
result is a dramatic language that is realistic, 
expressive, and deeply moving. It contributes 
significantly to the atmosphere, emotional in-
tensity, and lasting appeal of the play.

Section 2

Murder in the Cathedral - T. S. Eliot  

Discussion
4.2.3 T. S. Eliot

4.2.3.1 T. S. Eliot: Life and Works

Thomas Stearns Eliot (1888–1965) was one of 
the most influential poets, critics, and drama-
tists of the twentieth century. He was born in 
St. Louis, Missouri, in the United States and 
received his education at Harvard University, 
the Sorbonne in Paris, and Merton College, 
Oxford. In 1914 he moved to England, where 
he eventually settled permanently and became 
a British citizen in 1927. Eliot emerged as a 
leading figure of literary Modernism, a move-
ment that sought new artistic forms to express 
the uncertainties and complexities of modern 
life. Eliot first achieved international fame 
through his poetry. His early works, espe-
cially "The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock" 
and The Waste Land, revolutionised modern 
poetry through their innovative style, frag-
mented structure, and exploration of spiritual 
and cultural disillusionment. His later poetry 
reflected a growing religious and philosoph-
ical outlook, particularly after his conversion 
to Anglo-Catholicism. Throughout his career, 
Eliot combined literary creativity with intel-

lectual depth, producing works that addressed 
questions of faith, culture, tradition, and hu-
man existence.

In addition to poetry, Eliot made significant 
contributions to literary criticism and drama. 
His critical essays, such as "Tradition and 
the Individual Talent" and "Hamlet and His 
Problems", shaped twentieth-century literary 
thought. As a dramatist, he sought to revive 
poetic drama for modern audiences. His ma-
jor plays include Murder in the Cathedral, 
The Family Reunion, The Cocktail Party, The 
Confidential Clerk, and The Elder Statesman. 
In 1948 he was awarded the Nobel Prize in 
Literature in recognition of his outstanding 
contribution to modern literature. Today he is 
regarded as one of the most important literary 
figures of the modern age.

4.2.3.2 Eliot as a Dramatist

T. S. Eliot occupies an important place in the 
history of modern drama because of his ef-
forts to revive verse drama in the twentieth 
century. At a time when realistic prose plays 
dominated the stage, Eliot believed that po-
etry could still serve as an effective medium 
for dramatic expression. He argued that poetic 
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language could reveal deeper emotional and 
spiritual realities than ordinary speech. His 
dramatic works therefore combine poetic ex-
pression with theatrical action. His plays are 
distinguished by their exploration of moral, 
religious, and philosophical questions. Unlike 
many modern dramatists who focused primar-
ily on social issues, Eliot was concerned with 
spiritual conflicts and the search for meaning 
in human life. His characters often face dif-
ficult choices involving faith, duty, sacrifice, 
and personal responsibility. These concerns 
reflect Eliot’s own religious beliefs and his 
conviction that literature should engage with 
fundamental questions about human exis-
tence.

Another significant aspect of Eliot’s drama is 
his adaptation of traditional dramatic forms. 
He drew inspiration from Greek tragedy, me-
dieval religious drama, and Elizabethan the-
atre while creating works suited to modern 
audiences. Murder in the Cathedral illustrates 
this approach particularly well through its use 
of a chorus, poetic dialogue, and religious 
themes. Although his dramatic experiments 
achieved varying degrees of success, Eliot 
played a crucial role in demonstrating that po-
etic drama could still be a vital and meaning-
ful form of modern theatre.

4.2.4 Murder in the Cathedral

4.2.4.1 Introduction to the Play

Murder in the Cathedral is T. S. Eliot's most 
successful dramatic work and one of the 
most important verse dramas of the twenti-
eth century. First performed in June 1935 at 
the Canterbury Festival, the play was written 

specifically for presentation in Canterbury  
Cathedral. It was later revised and staged in 
conventional theatres, where it gained consid-
erable critical acclaim. Although intended pri-
marily for performance, the play has become 
equally important as a literary text and is now 
widely studied throughout the world. The title 
refers to the murder of Thomas Becket, Arch-
bishop of Canterbury, who was assassinated in 
Canterbury Cathedral on 29 December 1170 
by four knights loyal to King Henry II. The 
conflict between Becket and the king arose 
from a long struggle between the authority of 
the Church and the authority of the State. El-
iot transforms this historical event into a pow-
erful drama dealing with questions of faith, 
duty, sacrifice, and spiritual commitment.

The play is notable for its combination of 
modern dramatic techniques and traditional 
forms. Eliot draws upon the conventions of 
Greek tragedy through the use of a chorus 
while also incorporating elements of medie-
val miracle and morality plays. The language 
of the drama is poetic, yet it remains closely 
connected to dramatic action and character. 
Through this fusion of old and new forms, 
Eliot sought to demonstrate that verse drama 
could still be effective for modern audiences.

At a deeper level, Murder in the Cathedral 
explores the nature of true martyrdom. It ex-
amines the spiritual struggle within Thomas 
Becket as he prepares to face death. The play 
argues that genuine martyrdom is not motivat-
ed by pride, ambition, or the desire for fame 
but by complete submission to the will of God. 
Through Becket’s spiritual journey and ulti-
mate sacrifice, Eliot presents a profound med-
itation on faith, suffering, and moral courage.
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Fig. 4.2.2 The Martyrdom of Thomas Becket in Murder in the Cathedral

4.2.4.2 Historical Background

The events depicted in Murder in the  
Cathedral are based on a historical conflict 
between King Henry II of England and Thom-
as Becket, Archbishop of Canterbury. During 
the Middle Ages, disputes frequently arose 
between the Church and the State concerning 
authority, privileges, and jurisdiction. Kings 
sought greater control over religious institu-
tions, while church leaders defended the in-
dependence of ecclesiastical authority. This 
broader struggle forms the historical context 
of the play.

Thomas Becket and Henry II were initially 
close friends. After becoming king, Henry 
appointed Becket as Chancellor, and the two 
worked together successfully. Later, with pa-
pal approval, Henry arranged for Becket to 
become Archbishop of Canterbury. The king 
believed that his trusted friend would support 
royal authority and help resolve conflicts be-
tween the Church and the Crown. However, 

once Becket became Archbishop, his prior-
ities changed significantly. He resigned as 
Chancellor, adopted a more religious way of 
life, and began defending the rights and in-
dependence of the Church. The relationship 
between Henry and Becket gradually deteri-
orated. Becket opposed several royal policies 
and insisted that church matters should re-
main under ecclesiastical authority rather than 
royal control. The conflict became so severe 
that Becket was forced to leave England and 
spend several years in exile in France. During 
this period various attempts at reconciliation 
failed. Eventually he returned to England in 
1170, but tensions remained unresolved.

Frustrated by Becket’s continued resistance, 
Henry expressed his anger in a remark that 
was interpreted by four knights as a call for 
action. The knights travelled to Canterbury 
and confronted Becket in the cathedral. On 
29 December 1170 they murdered him before 
the altar. The event shocked Christian Eu-
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rope and transformed Becket into a symbol 
of resistance to political oppression. He was 
canonised as a saint in 1173, and Canterbury 
became one of the most important pilgrimage 
centres in medieval Europe. Eliot's play rec-
reates these events while emphasising their 
spiritual and moral significance.

4.2.4.3 Summary of Murder in the Cathedral: 
Part I

The action of Part I continues after the arriv-
al of Thomas Becket in Canterbury. Itis set in 
Canterbury in December 1170. The action be-
gins with the Chorus, consisting of the women 
of Canterbury, who express their anxiety and 
uncertainty about the future. Thomas Becket, 
the Archbishop of Canterbury, has been living 
in exile in France for seven years because of 
his conflict with King Henry II. Rumours have 
spread that he may soon return to England. 
The women fear that his return will disturb 
the uneasy peace they have enjoyed during his 
absence. They sense that some tragic event is 
approaching, although they do not fully un-
derstand its nature. Their speeches create an 
atmosphere of tension and foreboding that 
dominates the opening of the play.

The Three Priests of Canterbury enter and dis-
cuss the political situation. They are concerned 
about the strained relationship between the 
King and the Archbishop and wonder wheth-
er Becket's return will lead to further conflict. 
Although they are eager to welcome their spir-
itual leader, they also recognise the dangers 
that await him. Their conversation provides 
important background information about the 
dispute between Church and State and pre-
pares the audience for the events that follow. 
News soon arrives that Thomas Becket has 
returned to Canterbury. His arrival is greeted 
with respect and admiration by the Priests and 
the people. However, Becket himself is fully 
aware of the risks involved in his return. He 
understands that his conflict with the King has 

not been resolved and that his life may be in 
danger. Despite this knowledge, he remains 
calm and composed. He accepts that suffering 
may be unavoidable and shows a willingness 
to face whatever fate awaits him. His attitude 
reflects his growing spiritual maturity and 
commitment to his religious duties.

After Becket's arrival, the central dramatic ac-
tion of Part I begins with the appearance of 
the Four Tempters. These encounters form the 
spiritual core of the play and reveal the inner 
struggle taking place within Becket's mind. 
Each Tempter offers a different path that might 
enable him to avoid danger or gain personal 
advantage. Through these temptations, Eliot 
explores the conflict between worldly desires 
and spiritual commitment. 

Soon, the First Tempter appears. He is an old 
acquaintance who reminds Becket of the plea-
sures, comforts, and friendships of his earlier 
life. The Tempter assumes that the Archbish-
op's return signifies a reconciliation with King 
Henry II and encourages him to return to a 
carefree existence. He suggests that Becket 
abandon his present responsibilities and enjoy 
the comforts of worldly life. However, Becket 
firmly rejects the temptation. He recognises 
that such pleasures belong to the past and that 
he can no longer live without responsibility or 
purpose. The First Tempter leaves unsuccess-
ful in his attempt to influence him.

The Second Tempter then enters and of-
fers Becket the opportunity to regain politi-
cal power. He reminds him of the influence 
he once enjoyed as Chancellor and suggests 
that he could again become one of the most 
powerful figures in England. According to 
the Tempter, political authority would allow 
Becket to accomplish more practical good 
than his position as Archbishop. Becket re-
jects this proposal as well. He argues that 
political power requires compromise and sub-
mission to worldly interests. As Archbishop, 
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he possesses a higher moral authority and can 
judge kings rather than serve them. The Sec-
ond Tempter therefore departs defeated.

The Third Tempter offers a different kind of 
power. He proposes that Becket join a coalition 
of nobles who oppose King Henry. Together 
they could challenge the King's authority and 
establish a new political order. The Tempter 
appeals to Becket's ambition and suggests 
that he could become the leader of a powerful 
movement. Becket quickly sees through the 
proposal. Having witnessed similar schemes 
during his years as Chancellor, he recognises 
the selfish motives behind such alliances. He 
refuses to become involved in political con-
spiracies and dismisses the Tempter's offer.

The most significant encounter occurs with 
the arrival of the Fourth Tempter. Unlike the 
others, this Tempter does not offer pleasure, 
comfort, or political influence. Instead, he ap-
peals to Becket's deepest spiritual ambitions. 
He suggests that Becket should willingly 
embrace martyrdom and thereby achieve ev-
erlasting fame and honour. Through martyr-
dom, his name would live forever, and future 
generations would remember him as a heroic 
defender of the Church. Unlike the previous 
temptations, this proposal disturbs Becket 
profoundly because it exposes a hidden weak-
ness within him. He realises that the desire for 
martyrdom itself can become a form of pride 
if it is motivated by a longing for personal glo-
ry rather than devotion to God.

As the Fourth Tempter continues, he reveals 
Becket's deepest fears and desires. He re-
minds him that worldly achievements fade 
with time, whereas martyrdom brings eternal 
remembrance. Becket becomes troubled be-
cause he recognises that he has secretly enter-
tained such thoughts himself. For a moment, 
he struggles with the possibility that his will-
ingness to die may be influenced by ambition 

rather than spiritual obedience. The Tempter's 
arguments force him to confront the most dif-
ficult challenge of all: the temptation that aris-
es from his own pride and desire for greatness.

While Becket struggles internally, the Chorus, 
the Priests, and the Tempters reflect upon the 
uncertainty of human life. The women of Can-
terbury express their fear and helplessness as 
they sense the approach of disaster. They beg 
Becket to save himself and, in doing so, save 
them as well. Their words reveal both their 
dependence upon him and their inability to 
understand fully the spiritual significance of 
the events unfolding before them. The atmo-
sphere becomes increasingly tense as all the 
voices merge in contemplating the mysteries 
of life, suffering, and destiny.

After a period of intense reflection, Becket 
reaches a moment of spiritual clarity. He rea-
lises that the Fourth Tempter's proposal is the 
most dangerous because it encourages him to 
perform a noble act for a selfish reason. He 
understands that true martyrdom cannot be 
sought as a means of achieving personal glory. 
A martyr must accept death solely as part of 
God's will. Becket therefore rejects the temp-
tation and renounces all personal ambition. 
He declares that he will neither seek martyr-
dom nor avoid it. Instead, he will submit him-
self completely to divine purpose and accept 
whatever fate God has prepared for him.

Part I concludes with Becket's complete ac-
ceptance of his destiny. Having overcome all 
four temptations, he achieves inner peace and 
spiritual readiness. He no longer fears suffer-
ing or death because he has surrendered his 
individual desires to a higher purpose. The 
audience is left with the awareness that trag-
ic events are inevitable, but Becket's victory 
over temptation has transformed the meaning 
of the coming tragedy. His future actions will 
be guided not by pride or ambition but by faith 
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and obedience to the will of God. Thus Part 
I ends on a note of spiritual resolution while 
preparing the way for the martyrdom that fol-
lows.

Analysis 

Part I forms the spiritual and dramatic founda-
tion of Murder in the Cathedral. The central 
conflict is not between Becket and external 
enemies but between Becket and the tempta-
tions within his own mind. Through the four 
Tempters, Eliot presents different forms of 
worldly attraction, including pleasure, po-
litical power, ambition, and spiritual pride. 
While the first three temptations are relatively 
easy for Becket to reject, the Fourth Tempter 
confronts him with his deepest weakness: the 
desire to achieve glory through martyrdom. 
This inner conflict transforms the play from 
a historical drama into a profound explora-
tion of conscience, faith, and self knowledge. 
Becket's victory lies not in defeating political 
opponents but in overcoming his own pride 
and learning to distinguish between personal 
ambition and genuine spiritual commitment.

The structure of Part I also reflects Eliot's 
debt to Greek tragedy and medieval religious 
drama. Like the heroes of classical tragedy, 
Becket is aware of the destiny awaiting him 
and must decide how to confront it. The em-
phasis is not on whether he will die but on the 
manner in which he accepts death. Eliot de-
velops this idea through the recurring theme 
of action and suffering, suggesting that true 
spiritual strength involves both active com-
mitment and patient acceptance. By the end of 
Part I, Becket recognises that martyrdom must 
not be pursued for personal glory but accepted 
as an expression of God's will. His spiritual 
transformation gives the play its moral centre 
and prepares the audience for the sacrificial 
act that will take place in the later sections of 
the drama.

4.2.4.4 Plot Summary: Interlude

The Interlude takes the form of a sermon de-
livered by Thomas Becket in Canterbury Ca-
thedral on Christmas morning in 1170. Unlike 
the other sections of the play, it consists entire-
ly of Becket's speech and contains no dramat-
ic action. Addressing the congregation, Beck-
et explains that he wishes to reflect upon the 
deeper meaning of Christmas and the mystery 
associated with Christian worship. He begins 
by drawing attention to a seeming contradic-
tion at the heart of the Christmas celebration. 
Christians rejoice at the birth of Christ, yet the 
same event also points towards Christ's suffer-
ing and death. Thus, Christmas combines joy 
and sorrow, celebration and sacrifice, within a 
single religious experience.

Becket then considers the meaning of the word 
"peace," a term frequently associated with 
the message of Christ. He reminds the con-
gregation of Christ's words to his disciples: 
"My peace I leave with you, my peace I give 
unto you." However, he explains that Christ 
was not referring to worldly peace or free-
dom from conflict. The disciples themselves 
endured hardship, persecution, and suffering 
despite receiving Christ's peace. Therefore, 
true peace cannot mean material comfort or 
political stability. Instead, it refers to a deeper 
spiritual peace that comes from faith and obe-
dience to God's will.

The sermon then turns to the subject of mar-
tyrdom. Becket points out that the day after 
Christmas is dedicated to Saint Stephen, the 
first Christian martyr. He observes that Chris-
tians commemorate martyrs in much the same 
way they commemorate Christ. Their deaths 
are occasions for both mourning and rejoic-
ing. Christians mourn because martyrs suffer 
and die at the hands of a sinful world, but they 
also rejoice because the martyrs attain eter-
nal glory through their faithfulness to God. 
This combination of sorrow and joy reveals 
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the profound mystery at the heart of Christian 
belief.

Becket carefully explains that not everyone 
who dies for a religious cause becomes a true 
martyr. Martyrdom is not an accident, nor can 
it be achieved through personal ambition. A 
genuine martyr is one who has surrendered 
personal desires and become an instrument 
of God's will. Such a person does not seek 
fame, honour, or recognition. Instead, the 
martyr achieves spiritual freedom by submit-
ting completely to divine purpose. In defining 
martyrdom in this way, Becket indirectly re-
flects upon his own situation and the possibil-
ity of the fate that awaits him.

As the sermon draws to a close, Becket makes 
a striking remark. He tells the congregation 
that he does not believe he will ever preach to 
them again. This statement serves as a subtle 
prediction of his approaching death. Although 
he does not openly discuss his personal cir-
cumstances, his words suggest that he is fully 
aware of the danger surrounding him. Having 
accepted God's will, he is prepared to face 
whatever lies ahead. The Interlude therefore 
concludes with a sense of spiritual certainty 
and anticipation, preparing the audience for 
the tragic events that will unfold in Part II.

Analysis of the Interlude

The Interlude occupies a unique position with-
in Murder in the Cathedral because it presents 
the central religious philosophy of the play in 
a direct and explicit form. Through Becket's 
sermon, Eliot explains the true nature of mar-
tyrdom and clarifies the spiritual transforma-
tion that occurred in Part I. After overcoming 
the temptation of pride and personal ambition, 
Becket now understands that a true martyr 
does not seek death for personal glory. Instead, 
a martyr becomes an instrument of God's will 
and accepts suffering with humility and faith. 
The sermon reinforces the distinction between 

worldly success and spiritual fulfilment while 
emphasising that genuine peace is found not 
in external security but in complete trust in 
divine purpose. In this way, the Interlude con-
firms that Becket has achieved the spiritual 
clarity necessary for the sacrifice that awaits 
him.

The Interlude also highlights several import-
ant themes that shape the entire drama. Eliot 
emphasises the coexistence of opposites such 
as joy and sorrow, celebration and mourning, 
life and death. Just as Christians celebrate 
Christmas while remembering Christ's future 
sacrifice, they commemorate martyrs with 
both grief and gratitude. This idea reflects 
Eliot's broader vision of religious experience 
as a mystery that transcends ordinary human 
understanding. At the same time, the sermon 
strengthens the ritualistic quality of the play. 
By placing a formal sermon at its centre, El-
iot blurs the distinction between theatre and 
religious ceremony. The audience is invited 
not merely to observe historical events but 
to participate emotionally and spiritually in 
a communal act of reflection. The Interlude 
therefore serves as a bridge between Becket's 
inner victory in Part I and his public martyr-
dom in Part II, transforming the drama into 
a profound exploration of faith, sacrifice, and 
redemption.

4.2.4.5 Plot Summary: Part II

Part II opens in the Archbishop's Hall on 
29 December 1170, four days after Becket's 
Christmas sermon. The Chorus of the wom-
en of Canterbury begins by reflecting on the 
harshness of winter and the uncertainty of hu-
man existence. They sense that a decisive and 
terrible event is approaching. Although winter 
appears to bring temporary peace, they recog-
nise that this peace is fragile and that human 
violence and conflict continue to threaten the 
world. Their speech creates an atmosphere of 
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foreboding and prepares the audience for the 
tragic events that follow.

Soon four knights arrive from France bear-
ing accusations against Thomas Becket. The 
Priests recognise the danger posed by the vis-
itors and attempt to delay their meeting with 
the Archbishop. However, the knights insist 
on seeing him immediately. When Becket en-
ters, he immediately realises that the moment 
he has anticipated has arrived. The knights ac-
cuse him of disloyalty to King Henry II and 
remind him of the favours the King had be-
stowed upon him. They claim that he has be-
trayed his monarch and disrupted the peace of 
the kingdom. Becket firmly denies these ac-
cusations and insists that although he remains 
loyal to the King, his ultimate allegiance be-
longs to a higher authority. The confrontation 
quickly develops into a conflict between polit-
ical power and spiritual responsibility.

The knights continue their accusations, argu-
ing that Becket has interfered in political af-
fairs and encouraged opposition to the King. 
They refer particularly to the excommunica-
tion of certain royal supporters and maintain 
that Becket is responsible for the resulting 
tensions. Becket replies that he has merely 
fulfilled his religious duties and acted accord-
ing to the authority of the Church. When the 
knights demand that he leave England once 
again, he refuses. Having spent seven years 
in exile, he declares that he will not abandon 
his people a second time. His determination 
further increases the hostility between the two 
sides.

Before departing, the knights openly threat-
en Becket and warn that serious consequenc-
es will follow if he refuses to submit. Once 
they leave, Becket calmly announces that he 
is prepared for martyrdom. The Chorus re-
sponds with a powerful expression of fear and 
despair. The women feel the presence of death 

and destruction all around them. Although 
they recognise that events have moved be-
yond human control, they struggle to accept 
the suffering that lies ahead. Becket attempts 
to comfort them, reminding them that human 
beings must learn to accept the burdens im-
posed by fate and divine purpose.

The Priests, however, remain deeply con-
cerned for Becket's safety. They urge him to 
escape before the knights return, but he refus-
es to consider flight. He insists that he is spiri-
tually prepared to face death and that his duty 
requires him to remain where he is. When 
news arrives that the knights are returning, 
the Priests attempt to protect him by leading 
him into the Cathedral. The setting then shifts 
from the Archbishop's Hall to Canterbury Ca-
thedral, where the final confrontation will take 
place.

As the scene moves to the Cathedral, the 
Chorus delivers another emotionally charged 
speech expressing fear and uncertainty. The 
Priests lock the Cathedral doors in an effort 
to keep the knights out. Becket strongly op-
poses this action. He argues that a church 
should never become a fortress and that its 
doors must remain open. For him, spiritual 
truth cannot be defended through physical 
barriers. He insists that he has already made 
his decision and that victory can be achieved 
only through suffering rather than resistance. 
At his command, the doors are opened despite 
the obvious danger.

The knights enter the Cathedral and begin 
searching for Becket. The Priests try desper-
ately to hide him, but he steps forward will-
ingly and confronts his enemies. The knights 
once again demand submission and attempt to 
force him to revoke the actions he has taken 
against the King's supporters. Becket refuses 
to yield. He declares that he is ready to suffer 
and asks only that the innocent people around 

SG
O

U



167SGOU - SLM - BA English (Honours) - English Literature from 1900 to 1945

him be spared. The confrontation reaches its 
climax as the knights denounce him as a trai-
tor and prepare to carry out their threat.

Becket calmly commends his cause to God and 
accepts the fate that awaits him. The knights 
then murder him inside the Cathedral. As the 
assassination takes place, the Chorus express-
es horror, confusion, and grief. The women 
feel overwhelmed by the violence they have 
witnessed and struggle to comprehend its 
meaning. Yet they also begin to recognise that 
Becket's death possesses a significance that 
extends beyond politics and personal conflict. 
His sacrifice transforms the Cathedral into a 
sacred place and gives spiritual meaning to 
the tragedy.

After the murder, Eliot introduces an unusual 
dramatic device. The four knights step for-
ward and address the audience directly in a 
series of prose speeches. Each knight attempts 
to justify the assassination. They argue that 
they acted not out of personal hatred but in the 
interests of the kingdom. According to them, 
Becket's actions threatened political stability 
and prevented necessary reforms. One knight 
even argues that Becket was responsible for 
his own death because he knowingly placed 
himself in danger and sought martyrdom. 
Through these speeches, Eliot presents the po-
litical arguments that might be used to defend 
the murder while exposing the limitations of 
purely worldly reasoning.

Following the knights' departure, the Priests 
reflect upon the significance of Becket's death. 
While one Priest laments the apparent triumph 
of violence, another insists that the Church 
has been strengthened rather than weakened 
by the martyrdom. The sacrifice of Becket, he 
argues, will inspire future generations and re-
inforce the spiritual authority of the Church. 
The focus gradually shifts from physical death 
to spiritual victory.

The play concludes with a final speech by the 
Chorus accompanied by a hymn of praise. The 
women of Canterbury have undergone a pro-
found transformation. Whereas they began the 
drama fearful and unwilling to confront suffer-
ing, they now recognise the spiritual meaning 
of Becket's sacrifice. They offer thanks to God 
and acknowledge their own weaknesses and 
fears. At the same time, they pray for strength, 
mercy, and spiritual guidance. Through Beck-
et's martyrdom, they have come to understand 
that faith requires courage, responsibility, and 
acceptance of divine will. The play therefore 
ends not in despair but in spiritual affirmation 
and hope.

Analysis 

Part II shifts the focus of the drama from 
Becket's personal spiritual struggle to the pub-
lic enactment of his martyrdom. Since Becket 
has already overcome temptation and accept-
ed God's will in Part I, the dramatic tension no 
longer arises from uncertainty about his deci-
sions. Instead, Eliot concentrates on the ritual 
significance of the martyrdom itself. Becket 
remains calm and unwavering throughout 
the action, demonstrating the spiritual peace 
he achieved earlier. The conflict between the 
Archbishop and the knights symbolises the 
larger struggle between spiritual authority and 
political power. Becket refuses to compromise 
his principles or seek safety through worldly 
means, and his insistence that the Cathedral 
doors remain open reflects his belief that spiri-
tual truth must be defended through faith rath-
er than force. His death therefore becomes not 
a defeat but a triumph of moral conviction and 
religious commitment.

Equally important is the development of the 
Chorus, which undergoes its own spiritual 
journey during Part II. At the beginning, the 
women of Canterbury are overwhelmed by 
fear, pessimism, and a sense of helplessness. 
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As they witness Becket's martyrdom, howev-
er, they gradually come to understand their 
own responsibility in responding to his sac-
rifice. Eliot uses the Chorus to represent the 
wider Christian community, showing how or-
dinary people are transformed through partic-
ipation in a shared spiritual experience. The 
final speeches move from despair to gratitude 
and faith, reflecting the Christian belief that 
suffering can lead to redemption. Through the 
combination of poetic language, ritual struc-
ture, and religious symbolism, Part II trans-
forms a historical assassination into a pro-
found meditation on faith, sacrifice, and the 
relationship between individual holiness and 
communal spiritual growth.

4.2.4.6 Major Characters

Thomas Becket

Thomas Becket is the central character and 
protagonist of Murder in the Cathedral. As 
the Archbishop of Canterbury, he represents 
spiritual authority and moral conviction. The 
play focuses on his struggle to reconcile per-
sonal desires with divine purpose. Having re-
turned from exile after a prolonged conflict 
with King Henry II, Becket is fully aware that 
his life is in danger. Throughout the drama, he 
faces a series of temptations that test his faith, 
ambition, and commitment to the Church. His 
greatest challenge is overcoming the desire 
for personal glory through martyrdom. By re-
jecting all selfish motives and accepting God's 
will, he achieves spiritual peace and becomes 
a true martyr. Becket symbolises courage, 
faith, and the triumph of spiritual values over 
worldly power.

The Chorus of the Women of Canterbury

The Chorus consists of the ordinary women of 
Canterbury and plays a vital role in the drama. 
Borrowed from the tradition of Greek trage-
dy, the Chorus represents the common people 

who are affected by events beyond their con-
trol. At the beginning of the play, the women 
are fearful, passive, and reluctant to become 
involved in conflict. They sense the approach 
of disaster and wish only to continue their or-
dinary lives in peace. As the play progresses, 
however, they undergo a significant spiritual 
transformation. Through witnessing Beck-
et's martyrdom, they come to understand the 
meaning of sacrifice, faith, and moral respon-
sibility. Their journey from fear to spiritual 
awareness mirrors the larger message of the 
play and allows the audience to participate 
emotionally in the events of the drama.

The Three Priests

The Three Priests serve as representatives of 
the Church and provide insight into the polit-
ical and religious circumstances surrounding 
Becket's return. They welcome him back to 
Canterbury and remain loyal to him through-
out the play. At the same time, they are deeply 
concerned for his safety and repeatedly urge 
him to protect himself from danger. Their re-
actions reflect ordinary human fears and prac-
tical concerns. Unlike Becket, they struggle 
to accept the inevitability of his martyrdom. 
Through the Priests, Eliot highlights the con-
trast between human caution and Becket's 
spiritual certainty. They also help to explain 
events, create dramatic tension, and contrib-
ute to the religious atmosphere of the play.

The Four Tempters

The Four Tempters appear in Part I and rep-
resent the various temptations that challenge 
Becket's spiritual integrity. Each Tempter 
offers a different path that might divert him 
from his true mission. The First Tempter ap-
peals to memories of pleasure, comfort, and 
friendship. The Second Tempter offers polit-
ical power and influence. The Third Tempter 
proposes an alliance with powerful nobles to 
challenge the King. The Fourth Tempter pres-
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ents the most dangerous temptation by en-
couraging Becket to seek glory through mar-
tyrdom. Collectively, the Tempters symbolise 
the inner conflicts of the human mind and the 
struggle between worldly desires and spiritu-
al commitment. Their encounters with Becket 
reveal his moral strength and prepare him for 
the sacrifice that follows.

The Four Knights

The Four Knights are the agents of King Hen-
ry II and serve as the principal antagonists of 
the play. They arrive in Canterbury to con-
front Becket and accuse him of disloyalty to 
the Crown. The knights represent political au-
thority, practical reasoning, and the interests 
of the State. Their determination to eliminate 
Becket ultimately leads to his murder inside 
the Cathedral. Following the assassination, 
they address the audience directly and at-
tempt to justify their actions. These speeches 
provide a political perspective on the conflict 
and contrast sharply with the spiritual values 
represented by Becket. Through the Knights, 
Eliot explores the tension between worldly 
expediency and moral principle.

King Henry II

Although King Henry II never appears on 
stage, his presence dominates the action of 
the play. The conflict between the King and 
Becket forms the historical foundation of the 
drama. Henry represents secular authority and 
the desire to strengthen royal power over the 
Church. His policies and actions create the 
circumstances that lead to Becket's exile and 
eventual martyrdom. Even in his physical ab-
sence, Henry remains a powerful force influ-
encing the decisions of other characters. Eliot 
uses the King's unseen presence to emphasise 
the far-reaching consequences of political au-
thority and its conflict with spiritual indepen-
dence.

Together, these characters contribute to the 
dramatic, religious, and philosophical rich-
ness of Murder in the Cathedral. Through 
their interactions, Eliot explores themes of 
faith, temptation, sacrifice, power, and spiritu-
al transformation, making the play one of the 
most significant examples of modern religious 
drama.

4.2.4.7 Analysis 

Murder in the Cathedral is one of the most 
important verse dramas of the twentieth cen-
tury. Through the story of Thomas Becket's 
martyrdom, Eliot explores profound ques-
tions concerning faith, spiritual authority, hu-
man weakness, and the relationship between 
individual conscience and political power. 
The play combines historical events, religious 
themes, poetic language, and dramatic inten-
sity to create a work that is both intellectually 
stimulating and emotionally powerful. Al-
though the action is based on a twelfth-cen-
tury conflict, the issues raised by the play re-
main relevant in every age.

The Theme of Martyrdom

The central theme of the play is martyrdom. 
Eliot presents martyrdom not merely as phys-
ical death for a cause but as complete submis-
sion to the will of God. A true martyr does not 
seek glory, fame, or personal satisfaction. In-
stead, a martyr becomes an instrument through 
which divine purpose is fulfilled. Throughout 
the play, Thomas Becket struggles to ensure 
that his willingness to die arises from spiritual 
obedience rather than personal ambition.

This issue becomes particularly important in 
Becket's encounter with the Fourth Tempter. 
Unlike the other tempters, who offer world-
ly rewards, the Fourth Tempter offers spiri-
tual glory and eternal fame. He suggests that 
Becket can achieve immortality through mar-
tyrdom. Becket recognises this as the most 
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dangerous temptation because it appeals to 
pride disguised as holiness. His victory over 
this temptation enables him to understand the 
true meaning of martyrdom. He realises that 
martyrdom must be accepted as God's design 
rather than pursued for personal gain. Thus 
the play presents martyrdom as the surrender 
of individual will to divine will.

Church and State

Another major theme of the play is the conflict 
between spiritual authority and political au-
thority. The struggle between Thomas Becket 
and Henry II represents the broader medieval 
conflict between the Church and the State. 
The king wishes to strengthen royal authority 
and extend political control over ecclesiastical 
affairs, while Becket insists that the Church 
possesses an independent spiritual authority 
that cannot be subordinated to political power. 
The play does not present this conflict simply 
as a political dispute. Eliot transforms it into 
a moral and spiritual struggle. Becket's resis-
tance is motivated not by personal rivalry with 
the king but by his conviction that spiritual 
principles must not be sacrificed for political 
convenience. His refusal to compromise ulti-
mately leads to his death, but it also demon-
strates the power of conscience in the face of 
oppression. Through this conflict, Eliot exam-
ines the responsibilities of individuals who 
must choose between obedience to authority 
and fidelity to moral principles.

Temptation and Spiritual Conflict

The dramatic centre of Part I is Becket's en-
counter with the Four Tempters. Each tempter 
represents a different form of temptation. The 
First Tempter appeals to friendship, comfort, 
and worldly pleasure. The Second Tempt-
er offers political power and influence. The 
Third Tempter proposes an alliance against 
the king in order to achieve greater authority. 
The Fourth Tempter presents the most subtle 

temptation by offering the glory of martyrdom 
itself.

These temptations reveal Becket's inner spiri-
tual struggle. The conflict is not merely exter-
nal but takes place within his own mind and 
conscience. Eliot portrays the process through 
which Becket gradually attains spiritual clar-
ity and self-understanding. By rejecting all 
four temptations, he frees himself from self-
ish motives and prepares himself for complete 
submission to God's will. The temptation 
scene therefore serves as the foundation of the 
entire drama and provides insight into Beck-
et's moral and spiritual development.

The Chorus and Dramatic Technique

One of the most distinctive features of the 
play is the use of the Chorus. Eliot adapts 
this device from Greek tragedy while giving 
it a modern and Christian significance. The 
Chorus consists of the women of Canterbury, 
who represent ordinary people living under 
the shadow of political and religious conflict. 
At the beginning of the play, the Chorus ex-
presses fear, uncertainty, and a desire to avoid 
involvement in dangerous events. The wom-
en prefer a life of security and routine and 
hope that Thomas will return to France so that 
peace may continue. As the drama progresses, 
however, they become increasingly aware of 
the spiritual significance of the events unfold-
ing around them. They witness Becket's suf-
fering and gradually recognise the meaning of 
his sacrifice.

The Chorus performs several important func-
tions. It provides background information, 
comments on the action, expresses communal 
emotions, and helps create atmosphere. Most 
importantly, it reflects the spiritual growth of 
ordinary humanity. By the end of the play, the 
Chorus moves from fear and passivity to faith 
and understanding. Through the Chorus, Eliot 
enables the audience to experience the emo-
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tional and spiritual significance of Becket's 
martyrdom.

Poetic Drama and Language

Murder in the Cathedral is an outstanding ex-
ample of modern poetic drama. Eliot believed 
that poetry could express emotional and spir-
itual realities more effectively than ordinary 
prose. He therefore sought to create a dramat-
ic language that combined the natural rhythms 
of speech with the beauty and intensity of po-
etry. The language of the play is elevated yet 
dramatic. It avoids excessive ornamentation 
while maintaining a musical quality. Through 
poetic imagery, repetition, symbolism, and 
rhythmic patterns, Eliot creates an atmosphere 
appropriate to the spiritual concerns of the dra-
ma. The language also reflects the emotional 
states of different characters. The speeches of 
Becket, the Chorus, and the Tempters possess 
distinctive tones and rhythms that contribute 
to the overall dramatic effect.

Eliot's achievement lies in demonstrating that 
verse drama could still function successfully 
in the modern world. By integrating poetic 
expression with dramatic action, he revived 
a tradition associated with Greek tragedy, 
Shakespearean drama, and medieval religious 
theatre.

Modern Relevance of the Play

Although Murder in the Cathedral is set in 
the twelfth century, it addresses concerns that 
were highly relevant to the twentieth century. 
Written during the rise of fascism in Europe, 
the play reflects anxieties about authoritarian 
governments and the suppression of individ-
ual freedom. The figure of Becket standing 
alone against powerful political forces would 
have resonated strongly with audiences living 
in an age marked by dictatorship, political 
violence, and ideological conflict. The play 

therefore extends beyond its historical setting. 
It raises enduring questions about power, au-
thority, conscience, and resistance. Eliot sug-
gests that individuals must remain faithful to 
moral and spiritual principles even when con-
fronted by overwhelming political pressure. 
This message gives the play a universal signif-
icance that transcends its immediate historical 
context.

Tragic Elements in the Play

Murder in the Cathedral possesses many char-
acteristics of tragedy. The audience is aware 
from the beginning that Becket is moving to-
wards death, creating a sense of inevitability 
that resembles classical tragedy. Like the he-
roes of Greek drama, Becket confronts forces 
greater than himself and accepts suffering as 
part of a larger moral order. The play evokes 
pity and fear while leading the audience to-
wards spiritual insight. However, unlike many 
traditional tragedies, it does not end in despair. 
Becket's death is presented as a victory rather 
than a defeat because it affirms the triumph of 
spiritual truth over worldly power. His mar-
tyrdom transforms personal suffering into a 
source of inspiration and faith for others. The 
tragic ending therefore acquires a redemptive 
and transcendent significance.

Overall, Murder in the Cathedral is a pro-
found exploration of faith, sacrifice, and moral 
courage. Through its treatment of martyrdom, 
temptation, Church and State conflict, and 
spiritual commitment, the play examines the 
relationship between human action and divine 
purpose. Eliot's skilful use of poetic language, 
dramatic structure, and the Chorus gives the 
work both artistic beauty and philosophical 
depth. As a result, the play remains one of the 
most significant achievements of modern reli-
gious drama and a landmark in the revival of 
poetic theatre.
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	f J. M. Synge was a prominent playwright of the Irish Literary Revival and is best 
known for portraying rural Irish life with realism and poetic intensity.

	f Riders to the Sea is a one act tragedy set in the Aran Islands off the western coast 
of Ireland.

	f The play centres on Maurya, an elderly woman who loses all her sons to the sea.
	f The sea functions as the dominant symbol in the play and represents fate, nature, 
and the inevitability of death.

	f Maurya's acceptance of Bartley's death marks her final triumph over grief and 
suffering.

	f The play combines realism, symbolism, and poetic language to create a powerful 
tragic effect.

	f Synge drew inspiration for the play from incidents he observed during his visits 
to the Aran Islands.

	f The themes of fate, loss, endurance, and human helplessness before nature are 
central to Riders to the Sea.

	f T. S. Eliot was a major poet, critic, and dramatist who played an important role in 
the revival of poetic drama.

	f Murder in the Cathedral is based on the historical martyrdom of Thomas Becket, 
Archbishop of Canterbury.

	f The play explores the conflict between spiritual authority and political power 
through the struggle between Becket and King Henry II.

	f The Four Tempters represent different forms of temptation, including pleasure, 
political power, ambition, and spiritual pride.

	f The Chorus of the women of Canterbury functions as the voice of ordinary hu-
manity and undergoes a spiritual transformation during the play.

	f Eliot combines elements of Greek tragedy, medieval religious drama, and Chris-
tian ritual to create a unique dramatic structure.

	f Both Riders to the Sea and Murder in the Cathedral explore themes of suffering, 
sacrifice, faith, endurance, and the search for meaning in human life.

Recap

1.	 Who wrote Riders to the Sea?
2.	 Where is Riders to the Sea set?
3.	 Who is the central character in Riders to the Sea?

Objective Questions
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4.	 What is the occupation of Bartley?
5.	 Which family member's death is confirmed at the beginning of the play?
6.	 What does the sea symbolise in Riders to the Sea?
7.	 To which literary movement does J. M. Synge belong?
8.	 Who wrote Murder in the Cathedral?
9.	 In which year was Murder in the Cathedral first performed?
10.	Who is the protagonist of Murder in the Cathedral?
11.	How many Tempters appear in Part I of the play?
12.	What is the central theme of Murder in the Cathedral?
13.	Which dramatic device borrowed from Greek tragedy is extensively used in the 

play?
14.	Who orders the actions that eventually lead to Becket's death?
15.	What form of drama is Murder in the Cathedral generally considered to be?

1.	 J. M. Synge
2.	 The Aran Islands of Ireland
3.	 Maurya
4.	 Fisherman and horse trader
5.	 Michael's death
6.	 Fate, death, and the power of nature
7.	 The Irish Literary Revival
8.	 T. S. Eliot
9.	 1935
10.	Thomas Becket
11.	Four
12.	Martyrdom and spiritual commitment
13.	The Chorus
14.	King Henry II
15.	Poetic drama (verse drama)

Answers
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1.	 Discuss the significance of the sea as a symbol in Riders to the Sea. How does it 
influence the lives and destiny of Maurya's family?

2.	 Analyse Maurya as a tragic figure in Riders to the Sea. Examine how her suffering 
and acceptance contribute to the tragic impact of the play.

3.	 Examine the theme of martyrdom in Murder in the Cathedral. How does Thomas 
Becket's understanding of martyrdom develop during the course of the play?

4.	 Discuss the role of the Chorus in Murder in the Cathedral. Explain how the Cho-
rus contributes to the dramatic and thematic development of the play.

5.	 Compare and contrast Riders to the Sea and Murder in the Cathedral with refer-
ence to their treatment of suffering, faith, fate, and human endurance.

Assignments

1.	 Eliot, T. S. Murder in the Cathedral. London: Faber and Faber.
2.	 Synge, J. M. Riders to the Sea and Other Plays. Oxford: Oxford University Press.
3.	 Bush, Ronald. T. S. Eliot: A Study in Character and Style. New York: Oxford 

University Press.
4.	 Grene, Nicholas. Synge: A Critical Study of the Plays. London: Macmillan.
5.	 Kenner, Hugh. The Invisible Poet: T. S. Eliot. London: Methuen.
6.	 Worth, Katharine. The Irish Drama of Europe from Yeats to Beckett. London: 

Athlone Press.
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Prose
 “When was Modernism” - Raymond Williams 

 “The Politics of the English Language” - George Orwell

Unit
1

Upon the completion of this unit, the learner will be able to:

	f understand the life, works, and critical contributions of Raymond Williams and 
George Orwell

	f explain the major arguments presented in “When Was Modernism?” and “The 
Politics of the English Language”

	f analyse the relationship between culture, language, society, and politics as dis-
cussed by the prescribed writers

	f identify the significance of modernism, cultural criticism, and political discourse 
in twentieth century thought

	f evaluate the role of language and culture in shaping social consciousness and 
intellectual perspectives

Prose writing often serves as a medium through which writers examine social, cultural, and 
political realities. Essays, unlike imaginative literature, engage directly with ideas and en-
courage readers to think critically about the world around them. Understanding prose texts 
therefore requires familiarity not only with literary techniques but also with the intellectual 
and historical contexts that inform them. Essays frequently address issues such as culture, 
politics, language, identity, and social change, making them important tools for analysing 
modern society.

The twentieth century witnessed significant transformations in political institutions, social 
structures, and cultural practices. The rise of modernism, the expansion of mass media, 
the growth of democratic movements, and the impact of global conflicts altered traditional 
ways of thinking. Intellectuals and writers responded to these developments by questioning 
established beliefs and exploring new approaches to understanding culture and communi-
cation. In this context, prose writing became an important means of examining the relation-
ship between individuals and society.

This unit introduces two influential twentieth century thinkers, Raymond Williams and 
George Orwell. Williams explores the cultural and historical dimensions of modernism and 

Learning Outcomes

Prerequisites
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challenges conventional literary classifications, while Orwell examines the relationship be-
tween language, thought, and politics. Together, their essays encourage readers to reflect on 
the power of language and culture in shaping human understanding. Before studying these 
texts, learners should develop a basic awareness of modernism, cultural criticism, and the 
role of language in social and political life.

Modernism, Cultural Studies, Selective Tradition, Political Language, Cultural Criticism,  
Ideology

Keywords

Discussion
5.1.1 Raymond Williams

5.1.1.1 Life and Works

Raymond Williams (1921–1988) was a Welsh 
literary critic, cultural theorist, novelist, and 
one of the founding figures of Cultural Stud-
ies. Born in the village of Pandy in Wales, 
Williams grew up in a working class family 
and developed a deep interest in the relation-
ship between culture and society. He studied 
at Trinity College, Cambridge, where he was 
influenced by literature, politics, and social 
theory. His experiences during the Second 
World War and his involvement with social-
ist movements shaped his intellectual out-
look and commitment to democratic cultural  
practices.

Williams believed that culture should not 
be limited to elite artistic achievements but 
should include the everyday experiences, 
beliefs, and practices of ordinary people. 
He challenged traditional literary criticism 
by examining literature in relation to social, 
economic, and political conditions. His work 
contributed significantly to the development 
of Cultural Studies as an academic discipline 

and influenced generations of scholars in lit-
erature, media studies, sociology, and cultural 
theory.

Among his most important works are Cul-
ture and Society (1958), The Long Revolution 
(1961), Communications (1962), Keywords 
(1976), and Marxism and Literature (1977). 
These works explore the connections be-
tween culture, language, power, media, and 
social change. Through his writings, Williams 
sought to understand how cultural practices 
shape human consciousness and how they are 
influenced by historical circumstances.

5.1.1.2 Williams as a Cultural Critic

Raymond Williams occupies a central place 
in twentieth century cultural criticism. Reject-
ing the idea that culture belongs exclusively 
to educated elites, he argued that culture is 
an ordinary and shared aspect of human life. 
According to Williams, literature, media, edu-
cation, and everyday practices are all import-
ant forms of cultural expression that deserve  
critical attention.

A major contribution of Williams was his 
emphasis on the historical nature of culture. 
He demonstrated that cultural values and tra-

Section 1

"When was Modernism" - Raymond Williams
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ditions are not fixed but are shaped by social 
forces and power relations. His concept of 
the “selective tradition” explains how cer-
tain texts, ideas, and cultural practices are 
preserved and celebrated while others are 
neglected or excluded. This insight helped 
scholars understand how cultural canons are 
constructed and maintained.

Williams was also deeply influenced by 
Marxist thought, though he rejected simplis-
tic economic explanations of culture. He ar-
gued that culture and society influence each 
other in complex ways. His idea of “struc-
tures of feeling” refers to shared experiences,  
emotions, and values that emerge within par-
ticular historical periods before they become 
fully articulated in formal institutions or  
ideologies. Through such concepts, Williams 
expanded the scope of literary and cultural 
criticism and provided new methods for an-
alysing the relationship between culture and 
social life.

Fig. 5.1.1 Raymond Williams

5.1.2 “When Was Modernism?”

5.1.2.1 Introduction to the Essay

“When Was Modernism?” is one of Raymond 
Williams’ most important essays on literary 
and cultural history. Originally delivered as a 
lecture at the University of Bristol in 1987, the 
essay examines the meaning of modernism 
and questions the assumptions that surround 
its place in twentieth century culture. Williams 
argues that modernism should not be viewed 
as a single, unified artistic movement or as a 
clearly defined historical period. Instead, he 
suggests that the concept of modernism has 
been shaped by critics, institutions, and ac-
ademic traditions that have selected certain 
writers, artists, and artistic practices for spe-
cial attention while excluding others. Through 
this critical examination, Williams challeng-
es conventional literary histories and invites 
readers to reconsider the relationship between 
culture, history, and social change. The essay 
also addresses the emergence of postmodern-
ism and questions whether it truly represents 
a break from modernism. By analysing the 
historical development of these concepts, Wil-
liams demonstrates how cultural categories 
are constructed and how they influence our 
understanding of literature and society.

5.1.2.2 Context and Background

The essay came at a time when debates about 
postmodernism occupied a central place in lit-
erary and cultural studies. During the 1980s, 
many critics claimed that modernism had 
come to an end and that a new cultural con-
dition known as postmodernism had replaced 
it. Postmodernism was often associated with 
fragmentation, irony, scepticism towards uni-
versal truths, and the rejection of traditional 
artistic values. Williams entered this debate 
from the perspective of a cultural critic who 
believed that literary and artistic movements 
must be understood within their broader his-
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torical and social contexts. He was concerned 
that the dominant interpretations of modern-
ism and postmodernism ignored important 
historical realities and promoted a selective 
view of cultural development. Drawing on his 
extensive work in Cultural Studies, Williams 
argues that modernism became an institution-
alised cultural category through processes of 
selection and exclusion. He therefore seeks to 

uncover the ideological assumptions behind 
accepted literary histories and to recover alter-
native traditions that have been marginalised. 
The essay reflects his broader commitment 
to understanding culture as a dynamic social 
process rather than a collection of isolated ar-
tistic achievements.

5.1.2.3 Summary 

Fig. 5.1.2 When was Modernism

Raymond Williams’ 1987 lecture at the Uni-
versity of Bristol, reconstructed from his 
sparse notes, was one of his last public ad-
dresses and a forceful critique of postmodern-
ism. The talk, both reflective and polemical, 
questioned the ideological formation and cul-
tural dominance of modernism and its subse-
quent rebranding as postmodernism. Williams 
situated his critique historically, ideological-
ly, and artistically, challenging the selective 
tradition that had elevated certain figures and 
forms while erasing or marginalising others. 

His central concern was the ideological ma-
nipulation of cultural history, where the “mod-
ern” became a static category defined narrow-
ly by particular institutions and interests.

Origins and Shifting Definitions of “Modern”

Williams began by historicising the term 
“modern,” tracing its usage from the late six-
teenth century where it began as a synonym 
for “now,” marking a rupture from the me-
dieval and ancient world. By the eighteenth 
century, terms like “modernise” and “mod-
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ernism” carried implications of improvement 
and progress, although with some irony in the 
works of authors like Jane Austen. During 
the nineteenth century, “modern” developed 
a stronger progressive ring, John Ruskin’s 
Modern Painters (1846) being a case in point, 
where Turner exemplified truth-to-nature in 
art.

However, by the early twentieth century, 
“modern” began to slip into the past, refer-
ring more to a fixed historical period than to 
the contemporary. What had once denoted the 
present now described something prior: “mod-
ernism” became an historicised label for art 
and literature largely produced between 1890 
and 1940. In English, unlike French where 
“avant-garde” retains a fresher meaning, even 
radical-sounding terms like “avant-garde” 
often refer to decades-old movements like 
Dada or Surrealism. This terminological slip-
page, Williams argued, was more than con-
fusion, it was ideology in action. It allowed 
the present to be framed only in relation to 
a selectively remembered past, thus creating 
an artificial necessity for something "post":  
postmodernism.

Selective Tradition and the Construction of 
Modernism

At the heart of Williams’ argument is the 
idea of a selective tradition, a filtering pro-
cess through which cultural history is canon-
ised in ways that reflect dominant ideologies. 
Modernism, as constructed by post-war cul-
tural and academic institutions, deliberately 
privileges certain styles, artists, and move-
ments while excluding others. For example, 
19th-century realists such as Dickens, Flau-
bert, and Gogol, who innovatively responded 
to industrial urban life, are sidelined in favour 
of figures like Joyce, Proust, and Kafka. Simi-
larly, the Impressionists, who painted modern 
life in Paris in the 1860s, are excluded from 

modernism in favour of Post-Impressionists 
and Cubists.

In literature, Symbolists are passed over for 
Imagists and Surrealists. In drama, Ibsen and 
Strindberg are overshadowed by Brecht. These 
shifts, Williams noted, are not neutral; they 
serve a narrative that aligns selected artists 
with Freudian psychoanalysis, subconscious 
exploration, and a radical rupture from tradi-
tional representation. The artist becomes not a 
social chronicler or moralist (as Dickens was) 
but an alienated figure engaged in linguistic 
and formal self-reflection. The self-conscious 
text, the text that dramatizes its own construc-
tion and authorial presence, becomes the cul-
tural ideal.

Modernism’s Institutionalisation

This selective canon was then institution-
alised, both through academia and through 
the market. The radical, avant-garde stance 
of modernism against bourgeois conventions 
was quickly absorbed and neutralised. The 
post-WWII academic canonisation of mod-
ernism (and its codification in museums, an-
thologies, and syllabi) locked it into a histor-
ical frame, paradoxically denying historical 
development. Once modernism is declared 
the terminus of innovation, everything after is 
framed as either “post” or derivative. This is 
one of Williams' most damning critiques: that 
the ideology of modernism, once self-con-
sciously radical, eventually stops history dead.

This ideological victory was made possible, 
Williams argued, by the specific relations of 
production among artists in late 19th- and 
early 20th-century metropolitan centres like 
Paris, Berlin, Vienna, London, and New York. 
The urban and imperial capital cities became 
home to a new kind of artist- emigrés, exiles, 
and strangers. These artists, frequently in tran-
sit and without stable national or class iden-
tities, made the experience of alienation, dis-
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location, and cultural estrangement the center 
of their art. It was not just a theme; it was a 
lived condition that shaped the new forms and 
aesthetics.

However, Williams was quick to note the polit-
ical bifurcations within this modernism. Some 
modernists leaned into revolutionary politics, 
supporting communism, as with Mayakovsky, 
Picasso, or Brecht. Others turned toward re-
actionary ideologies - Marinetti, Pound, and 
Wyndham Lewis embraced fascism. Eliot and 
Yeats made quieter ideological accommoda-
tions through religion and myth. This inter-
nal division complicates any simple reading 
of modernism as uniformly progressive or  
oppositional.

The Role of Media and Market

Williams emphasized that the technological 
transformations of the 19th and 20th centuries 
- photography, cinema, radio, and television - 
played a central role in the rise of modernist 
movements. The new mass media altered not 
only how culture was produced and dissemi-
nated but also what kinds of art could claim 
to be modern. The manifesto culture of early 
modernism (seen in Futurism, Imagism, and 
Surrealism) was intimately tied to new forms 
of media - small magazines, pamphlets, ex-
hibitions. These new movements were often 
born as counter-cultural gestures, yet rapidly 
became self-advertising and self-promoting.

Ironically, many of the techniques that were 
invented in the name of radical disconnec-
tion - narrative fragmentation, alienation, 
dissonance - eventually found themselves 
reabsorbed by the capitalist market they had 
once opposed. Modernist aesthetics became 
stylised, commodified, and even kitsch. The 
alienated hero became a staple of thrillers; 
experimental forms were appropriated for ad-
vertising. The painful innovations of a Joyce 
or Brecht became clichés of design and media. 

What had once been a challenge to the bour-
geoisie was now a safe fixture in its culture 
industries.

From Modernism to Postmodernism

Williams viewed postmodernism not as a gen-
uine rupture but as an ideological extension 
of modernism’s most sterile elements. Where 
modernism once sought to break with the past, 
postmodernism freezes it, turning historical 
aesthetic techniques into endlessly repeatable 
styles. Postmodernism thrives on simulation, 
pastiche, and depthlessness. It lacks the op-
positional edge, the historical consciousness, 
and the revolutionary possibility that once 
made modernism urgent.

In response, Williams called for a rediscovery 
of alternative traditions - works and voices ex-
cluded from the canon, artists who remained 
connected to community, social criticism, 
and hope. He advocated moving beyond the 
“non-historical fixity” of postmodernism to 
imagine a modern future where collective 
meaning and human connection might again 
become central. Instead of a culture of discon-
nection and elitism, Williams hoped for one 
grounded in solidarity, inclusivity, and active 
historical engagement.

In this lecture, Williams offers a fierce yet nu-
anced critique of both modernism and post-
modernism as ideological formations rather 
than purely aesthetic categories. His histori-
cal approach reveals how selective traditions 
shape cultural memory and power. Rather than 
accepting modernism as a high point and post-
modernism as a necessary aftermath, he calls 
us to re-evaluate ignored voices and to resist 
the market-driven, ahistorical present. Only 
by re-imagining community and re-engag-
ing with neglected cultural forms, Williams 
argues, can we create a meaningful modern  
future.
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5.1.2.4 Analysis 

“When Was Modernism?” is both a historical 
investigation and a critique of cultural ideol-
ogy. One of Williams’ central arguments is 
that modernism is not a naturally occurring or 
self evident category but a cultural construct 
shaped by processes of selection and exclu-
sion. He challenges conventional literary 
histories that present modernism as a unified 
movement represented by a limited group of 
writers and artists. By introducing the con-
cept of the “selective tradition”, he  demon-
strates how cultural institutions, critics, and 
academic systems determine which works 
are preserved and celebrated and which are 
ignored. This approach reveals that literary 
history is not neutral but is influenced by so-
cial and ideological forces. Williams therefore 
encourages readers to question accepted clas-
sifications and to recognise the diverse artistic 
traditions that have been marginalised in dom-
inant accounts of modernism. His analysis ex-
pands the scope of literary criticism by linking 
artistic movements to broader historical and 
cultural processes.

Another important aspect of the essay is his 
critique of postmodernism and its understand-
ing of history. He argues that postmodernism 
emerges from a narrow interpretation of mod-
ernism and often reduces cultural development 
to a sequence of changing styles. According 
to him, postmodern culture tends to empha-
sise surface effects, fragmentation, and sim-
ulation while neglecting historical continui-
ty and social engagement. He is particularly 
concerned about the way in which modernist 
experimentation, once regarded as radical and 
oppositional, has been absorbed into commer-
cial culture and transformed into a marketable 
commodity. Through this critique, Williams 
calls for a renewed commitment to histori-
cal awareness, social responsibility, and col-
lective cultural values. Rather than accepting 
cultural change as merely a matter of stylistic 
innovation, he advocates an understanding of 
culture that remains connected to communi-
ty, human experience, and the possibility of 
social transformation. The essay therefore 
remains an important intervention in debates 
about modernism, postmodernism, and the re-
lationship between culture and society.

Discussion
5.1.3 George Orwell

5.1.3.1 Life and Works

George Orwell (1903–1950), whose real name 
was Eric Arthur Blair, was one of the most in-
fluential English writers and political thinkers 
of the twentieth century. Born in British In-
dia and educated in England, Orwell served 
in the Indian Imperial Police in Burma before 
resigning and pursuing a literary career. His 
experiences in Burma, along with his observa-

tions of poverty, class inequality, and political 
oppression, profoundly shaped his worldview 
and writing. Orwell wrote novels, essays, 
journalism, literary criticism, and memoirs, 
but he achieved lasting fame through works 
such as Animal Farm (1945) and Nineteen 
Eighty-Four (1949), which exposed the dan-
gers of totalitarianism and political manip-
ulation. His other important works include 
Down and Out in Paris and London (1933), 
The Road to Wigan Pier (1937), Homage to  
Catalonia (1938), and numerous essays such 
as “A Hanging,” “Shooting an Elephant,” 
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and “The Politics of the English Language.” 
Throughout his career, Orwell remained com-
mitted to democratic socialism, intellectual 
honesty, and the defence of individual free-
dom. His writings continue to be widely read 
because of their political insight, moral seri-
ousness, and remarkably clear prose style.

5.1.3.2 Orwell as Essayist and Social Critic

George Orwell occupies a distinguished posi-
tion as both an essayist and a social critic. His 
essays are admired for their clarity, precision, 
and direct engagement with social and politi-
cal issues. Unlike many writers who relied on 
abstract theories or elaborate language, Orwell 
believed that good writing should communi-
cate ideas in a simple and honest manner. His 
experiences of colonialism, poverty, war, and 
political conflict convinced him that literature 
should not remain detached from social real-
ities. As a critic of authoritarianism and pro-
paganda, Orwell examined the ways in which 
governments, institutions, and political move-
ments influence public opinion and restrict in-
dividual freedom. A recurring concern in his 
essays is the relationship between language 
and thought, particularly the manner in which 
vague, inflated, or dishonest language can 
distort reality and weaken critical thinking. 
In essays such as “The Politics of the English 
Language,” Orwell shows how the misuse of 
language contributes to political manipulation 
and intellectual confusion. Through his prose, 
he encourages readers to think independently, 
question accepted beliefs, and value truth and 
clarity in public discourse. His contributions 
as a social critic remain highly relevant in an 
age marked by media influence, misinforma-
tion, and political persuasion.

5.1.4 “The Politics of the English 
Language”

5.1.4.1 Introduction to the Essay

“The Politics of the English Language” is one 
of George Orwell’s most influential and wide-
ly discussed essays. First published in 1946, 
the essay examines the relationship between 
language, thought, and politics, arguing that 
the decline of language contributes to the de-
cline of clear thinking. Orwell believes that 
language is not merely a neutral tool of com-
munication but a powerful instrument that 
shapes the way people understand reality. He 
observes that much contemporary writing, 
particularly political writing, is characterised 
by vague expressions, worn out metaphors, 
unnecessary complexity, and meaningless jar-
gon. According to Orwell, such language con-
ceals truth rather than revealing it and allows 
political leaders and institutions to manipulate 
public opinion. The essay is both a critique of 
bad writing and a call for linguistic honesty, 
urging writers to use language with preci-
sion, simplicity, and responsibility. Through 
its analysis of language and power, the essay 
remains highly relevant to discussions of pol-
itics, media, communication, and public dis-
course.

5.1.4.2 Background and Context

Orwell wrote this essay in the aftermath of 
the Second World War, a period marked by 
intense political conflict, propaganda, and 
ideological struggles. The rise of totalitarian 
regimes, the widespread use of political slo-
gans, and the manipulation of information 
convinced Orwell that language played a 
crucial role in shaping public consciousness. 
Drawing upon his experiences as a journalist, 
essayist, and political observer, he became in-
creasingly concerned about the deterioration 
of public language and its consequences for 
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democratic society. The essay reflects Or-
well’s broader commitment to truth, intellec-
tual independence, and resistance to political 
orthodoxy. He argues that political language 
often becomes deliberately obscure because 
it is used to defend actions and policies that 

would appear unacceptable if described hon-
estly. In this context, the essay serves not only 
as a discussion of writing style but also as a 
powerful critique of political manipulation 
and the abuse of language in modern society.

Fig. 5.1.3 George Orwell and the Politics of Language

5.1.4.3 Summary 

Section One: The Decline of Language and 
Its Causes

Orwell begins the essay by challenging the 
widely held belief that the decline of the En-
glish language is inevitable and beyond hu-
man control. Many people assume that lan-
guage naturally deteriorates along with social 
and political conditions, and that any attempt 
to improve it is futile. He  rejects this view and 
argues that language is not merely a natural 
growth but an instrument shaped by human 
beings for specific purposes. Since people cre-
ate and use language, they can also improve it 

through conscious effort. While he acknowl-
edges that political and economic conditions 
influence language, he insists that the rela-
tionship is not one sided. Poor language en-
courages poor thinking, and poor thinking in 
turn produces poorer language. This creates a 
vicious cycle in which thought and language 
continually weaken one another. However, 
Orwell believes that this process can be re-
versed. By cultivating clear and accurate lan-
guage, people can learn to think more clearly, 
and clear thinking can contribute to intellectu-
al and political renewal.

To illustrate the defects of modern English 
prose, Orwell examines several passages tak-
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en from political pamphlets, academic works, 
and newspaper articles. Although these ex-
amples differ in subject matter and style, they 
share two major weaknesses: stale imagery 
and lack of precision. According to Orwell, 
many writers either fail to express their ideas 
clearly or show little concern for whether their 
words accurately convey meaning. Modern 
prose often consists of vague abstractions and 
conventional expressions rather than carefully 
chosen words. As a result, language becomes 
detached from reality and loses its power to 
communicate effectively. He regards this ten-
dency as one of the most serious problems in 
contemporary writing, particularly in political 
discourse.

Orwell identifies several common habits that 
contribute to the corruption of language. The 
first is the use of “dying metaphors.” Meta-
phors are valuable when they create fresh im-
ages and help readers understand ideas more 
vividly. However, many metaphors have be-
come so overused that they no longer evoke 
any clear image. Expressions such as “toe 
the line,” “play into the hands of,” and “ride 
roughshod over” are often repeated mechan-
ically without any awareness of their origi-
nal meanings. Such expressions encourage 
lazy thinking because writers rely on famil-
iar phrases rather than creating language that 
accurately reflects their ideas. Orwell argues 
that the widespread use of these worn out met-
aphors reduces both originality and precision 
in writing.

A second source of linguistic decline is what 
Orwell calls “operators” or “verbal false 
limbs.” These are unnecessarily long and 
complicated expressions that replace simple 
and direct words. Instead of using straightfor-
ward verbs such as “break,” “stop,” or “kill,” 
writers often employ cumbersome phrases 
such as “render inoperative,” “give rise to,” 
or “play a leading role in.” Such expressions 

add unnecessary words without adding mean-
ing. Orwell also criticises the excessive use 
of the passive voice and the tendency to re-
place simple prepositions and conjunctions 
with elaborate phrases. These habits create an 
appearance of sophistication while actually 
making language more obscure and difficult 
to understand.

Another major weakness is pretentious dic-
tion. Orwell observes that many writers use 
long, foreign, scientific, or technical words 
when ordinary English words would commu-
nicate more effectively. Political and academ-
ic writers often employ inflated vocabulary 
to give an impression of authority, objectivi-
ty, or intellectual superiority. In many cases, 
such language disguises weak arguments and 
vague thinking. Orwell argues that this habit 
arises partly from intellectual laziness, since 
it is easier to rely on fashionable jargon than 
to search for the precise word that accurately 
expresses an idea. The result is language that 
sounds impressive but often conceals rather 
than clarifies meaning.

Orwell also discusses the problem of mean-
ingless words. In fields such as politics, lit-
erature, and art criticism, many terms are 
used so loosely that they no longer possess 
clear definitions. Words such as “democra-
cy,” “freedom,” “justice,” and “fascism” fre-
quently carry different meanings for different 
people. Because these terms are emotionally 
charged, they are often employed to persuade 
rather than to explain. Writers and speakers 
use them without defining them precisely, cre-
ating ambiguity and confusion. He argues that 
this vagueness allows language to become a 
tool of manipulation and prevents meaningful 
public discussion.

To demonstrate the effects of these linguistic 
habits, Orwell rewrites a passage from the 
Book of Ecclesiastes in the inflated style of 
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modern bureaucratic prose. The original pas-
sage expresses its meaning clearly through 
concrete language and vivid imagery, while 
the rewritten version relies on abstract vo-
cabulary and complex phrasing. Through this 
comparison, he shows how modern writing 
often sacrifices clarity and directness for an 
appearance of sophistication. He concludes 
this section by emphasising that writers 
should constantly examine their language and 
ask whether their words accurately express 
their intended meaning.

Section Two: Language, Politics, and the 
Possibility of Reform

In the second part of the essay, Orwell shifts 
his attention from language in general to po-
litical writing in particular. He argues that po-
litical writing is often poor writing because 
it tends to serve ideological purposes rather 
than the honest communication of ideas. Po-
litical writers frequently repeat accepted party 
positions and conventional slogans instead of 
expressing independent thoughts. As a result, 
political language becomes mechanical, pre-
dictable, and lifeless. He compares political 
speakers who endlessly repeat familiar phras-
es to machines producing sounds without 
genuine thought. Such language discourages 
intellectual independence and promotes con-
formity. According to him, genuine thinking 
becomes difficult when individuals rely on 
ready made expressions rather than carefully 
choosing words for themselves.

Orwell further argues that political language 
often functions as a defence of actions that 
would appear shocking if described honestly. 
Governments and political organisations fre-
quently use euphemisms and abstract expres-
sions to conceal violence, injustice, and op-
pression. Instead of describing events directly, 
they employ vague terms such as “pacifica-
tion,” “transfer of population,” and “elimina-

tion of unreliable elements.” These expres-
sions hide the realities of war, displacement, 
imprisonment, and political persecution. By 
avoiding concrete language, political writers 
prevent readers from forming clear mental 
images of what is actually happening. Politi-
cal language therefore becomes an instrument 
for disguising unpleasant truths and making 
unacceptable actions appear reasonable or  
necessary.

According to Orwell, there is no possibility of 
remaining completely outside politics because 
political issues influence every aspect of pub-
lic life. He argues that modern politics is of-
ten characterised by deception, evasiveness, 
hatred, and intellectual confusion. In such an 
atmosphere, language inevitably suffers. The 
corruption of language is not limited to indi-
vidual writers but spreads throughout soci-
ety through imitation and habit. Ready made 
phrases, clichés, and fashionable expressions 
gradually replace independent thought. He  
admits that even he is not entirely free from 
these faults, but he insists that individuals 
must constantly struggle against them. The ef-
fort to use language honestly and accurately 
is therefore both an intellectual and a moral 
responsibility.

Despite his criticism of contemporary lan-
guage, Orwell remains optimistic about the 
possibility of improvement. He argues that 
linguistic decline is not irreversible and that 
people can consciously reform their habits of 
writing and speaking. The defence of the En-
glish language does not involve preserving ob-
solete expressions, enforcing rigid standards, 
or rejecting linguistic change. Instead, it re-
quires a commitment to clarity, precision, and 
honesty. Writers should ensure that language 
serves meaning rather than allowing words to 
dictate thought. He explains that when people 
think about concrete realities, they often form 
mental images before finding the words to 
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describe them. However, when dealing with 
abstract ideas, there is a danger that conven-
tional language will take control and distort 
thought. To avoid this, writers must remain 
conscious of the words they choose and the 
ideas they wish to communicate.

As a practical guide to good writing, Orwell 
proposes six rules. He advises writers never 
to use a metaphor or figure of speech that has 
become a cliché, to prefer short words to long 
ones, to remove unnecessary words whenever 
possible, to use the active voice rather than the 
passive voice, and to avoid foreign phrases, 
scientific jargon, and technical expressions 
when ordinary English words will do. At the 
same time, he emphasises that these rules 
should not be followed mechanically. His fi-
nal rule states that any of them may be broken 
if strict obedience would result in awkward, 
ugly, or misleading language. These principles 
are intended to encourage clarity and honesty 
rather than rigid conformity.

Orwell concludes by reaffirming the close 
connection between language, thought, and 
politics. He argues that political language is 
often designed to make lies sound truthful, 
to make violence appear respectable, and to 
give an appearance of substance to empty 
ideas. Although language reform alone can-
not solve political problems, clearer language 
can encourage clearer thinking and greater re-
sistance to manipulation. By rejecting vague, 
pretentious, and dishonest forms of expres-
sion, individuals can challenge intellectual 
conformity and contribute to a healthier polit-
ical culture. Thus, the essay ultimately serves 
as both a critique of modern language and a 
call for honesty, precision, and responsibility 
in public discourse.

5.1.4.4 Analysis 

George Orwell’s “The Politics of the English 
Language” is both a linguistic and political 

critique that examines the relationship be-
tween language, thought, and power. One of 
the essay’s central arguments is that language 
is not merely a passive medium of communi-
cation but an active force that shapes human 
thinking. He challenges the belief that the 
decline of language is inevitable and argues 
that individuals can consciously improve their 
language through careful attention and ef-
fort. His analysis of dying metaphors, verbal 
false limbs, pretentious diction, and meaning-
less words reveals how modern prose often 
becomes vague, artificial, and disconnect-
ed from reality. By exposing these linguistic 
weaknesses, he demonstrates that careless 
language encourages careless thinking and 
makes it difficult for people to analyse ideas 
critically. The essay therefore emphasises the 
ethical responsibility of writers to use lan-
guage accurately and honestly. His discussion 
remains significant because many of the lin-
guistic problems he identified continue to be 
visible in journalism, bureaucracy, advertis-
ing, academic writing, and public communi-
cation. The essay encourages readers to value 
clarity, precision, and simplicity as essential 
qualities of effective language.

Another important aspect of the essay is its 
critique of political discourse and ideologi-
cal manipulation. Orwell argues that political 
language often functions as a tool for con-
cealing reality rather than revealing it. Gov-
ernments, institutions, and political organisa-
tions frequently employ euphemisms, abstract 
expressions, and vague terminology to justi-
fy actions that would appear unacceptable if 
described directly. By analysing examples of 
political writing, Orwell demonstrates how 
language can be used to disguise violence, 
oppression, and injustice. His famous obser-
vation that political language is designed “to 
make lies sound truthful and murder respect-
able” highlights the dangerous connection be-
tween linguistic corruption and political pow-
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er. At the same time, the essay is not merely 
critical but also constructive. Orwell proposes 
practical principles for effective writing and 
insists that individuals can resist manipula-
tion through conscious language use and in-
dependent thinking. His six rules for writing 
advocate simplicity, directness, and precision, 

while his broader argument promotes intel-
lectual honesty and democratic responsibil-
ity. As a result, “The Politics of the English 
Language” remains one of the most influential 
essays on language, communication, and po-
litical culture, offering insights that continue 
to be relevant in contemporary society.

	f Raymond Williams was one of the founding figures of Cultural Studies.
	f Williams viewed culture as an ordinary and everyday aspect of human life.
	f “When Was Modernism?” questions traditional understandings of modernism.
	f Williams argues that modernism is a historical and cultural construction.
	f The concept of selective tradition explains how certain works become culturally 
dominant.

	f Modernism emerged within specific social, political, and cultural conditions.
	f George Orwell was a major essayist, novelist, and social critic of the twentieth 
century.

	f “The Politics of the English Language” examines the decline of language and its 
causes.

	f Orwell argues that poor language encourages poor thinking.
	f Dying metaphors, verbal false limbs, pretentious diction, and meaningless words 
weaken communication.

	f Political language often conceals reality through euphemism and vagueness.
	f Orwell emphasises the importance of clarity, precision, and honesty in writing.
	f The six rules proposed by Orwell encourage effective communication.
	f Both Williams and Orwell explore the relationship between language, culture, 
and power.

	f The essays remain relevant to contemporary discussions of society, politics, and 
communication.

Recap

1.	 Who is regarded as one of the founders of Cultural Studies?
2.	 What is the central concern of “When Was Modernism?”
3.	 What does Raymond Williams mean by “selective tradition”?

Objective Questions
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4.	 Which academic discipline is closely associated with Raymond Williams?
5.	 Who wrote “The Politics of the English Language”?
6.	 What was George Orwell’s real name?
7.	 What are “dying metaphors” according to Orwell?
8.	 Which essay criticises the misuse of language in political discourse?
9.	 What is the relationship between language and thought according to Orwell?
10.	In which year was “The Politics of the English Language” published?
11.	What does Orwell mean by “verbal false limbs”?
12.	Why does Orwell criticise pretentious diction?
13.	What is the purpose of Orwell’s six rules for writing?
14.	How does Williams challenge conventional literary history?
15.	What common concern links the essays of Williams and Orwell?

1.	 Raymond Williams
2.	 The historical and cultural construction of modernism
3.	 The process by which certain cultural works are selected and preserved while 

others are excluded
4.	 Cultural Studies
5.	 George Orwell
6.	 Eric Arthur Blair
7.	 Overused metaphors that have lost their freshness and effectiveness
8.	 “The Politics of the English Language”
9.	 Poor language encourages poor thinking, while clear language promotes clear 

thinking
10.	1946
11.	Unnecessarily long expressions used instead of simple words
12.	Because it obscures meaning and creates unnecessary complexity
13.	To promote clarity, precision, and honesty in writing
14.	By showing that modernism is shaped by historical and cultural forces rather than 

being a fixed literary movement
15.	The relationship between language, culture, society, and power

Answers
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1.	 Examine Raymond Williams’ contribution to Cultural Studies.
2.	 Analyse the major arguments presented in “When Was Modernism?”
3.	 Discuss Orwell’s views on the relationship between language and thought.
4.	 Evaluate the role of political language in shaping public opinion with reference 

to Orwell’s essay.
5.	 Compare the critical concerns of Raymond Williams and George Orwell as social 

critics.

Assignments

1.	 Williams, Raymond. The Politics of Modernism. Verso.
2.	 Williams, Raymond. Culture and Society. Columbia University Press.
3.	 Williams, Raymond. Keywords: A Vocabulary of Culture and Society. Oxford 

University Press.
4.	 Orwell, George. Politics and the English Language and Other Essays. Penguin 

Books.
5.	 Eagleton, Terry. Literary Theory: An Introduction. Blackwell.
6.	 Barry, Peter. Beginning Theory: An Introduction to Literary and Cultural Theory. 

Manchester University Press.
7.	 Selden, Raman, Peter Widdowson, and Peter Brooker. A Reader's Guide to Con-

temporary Literary Theory. Routledge.
8.	 Lodge, David, and Nigel Wood, eds. Modern Criticism and Theory: A Reader. 

Routledge.

Suggested Reading
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Fiction - Novel
 A Portrait of an Artist as a Young Man - James Joyce 

 Howards End - E. M. Forster 

Unit
2

Upon the completion of this unit, the learner will be able to:

	f understand the major features of modern and Edwardian fiction through the study 
of James Joyce and E. M. Forster.

	f explain the themes, characters, and narrative structures of A Portrait of the Artist 
as a Young Man and Howards End.

	f analyse the representation of identity, class, culture, and human relationships in 
the prescribed novels.

	f identify the narrative techniques and literary innovations associated with Modern-
ism and early twentieth century fiction.

	f evaluate the social, cultural, and philosophical concerns reflected in the works of 
Joyce and Forster.

The study of fiction is an important component of literary studies because novels provide 
insight into human experiences, social relationships, and cultural values. Fiction allows 
readers to explore different perspectives, understand complex characters, and examine the 
forces that shape individual lives. A basic understanding of literary forms, narrative struc-
ture, characterisation, and thematic analysis will help learners appreciate the richness of 
modern fiction.

The early twentieth century was a period of significant social, political, and cultural change. 
Industrialisation, urban growth, technological advancement, and changing social values 
transformed European society. These developments influenced literary writers, who ex-
perimented with new narrative forms and explored issues such as identity, alienation, class 
divisions, and the relationship between the individual and society. Modernist writers in 
particular sought innovative ways to represent human consciousness and experience.

The prescribed novels in this unit, James Joyce's A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man 
and E. M. Forster's Howards End, are landmark works of twentieth century English fiction. 
They examine questions of artistic freedom, personal identity, social class, culture, and hu-
man connection. Familiarity with the historical background of the period and an interest in 
literary interpretation will help learners engage more effectively with these texts and their 
continuing relevance.

Learning Outcomes

Prerequisites
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Modernism, Bildungsroman, Consciousness, Humanism, Class Division, Connection

Section 1

A Portrait of an Artist as a Young Man - James Joyce 

Keywords

Discussion
5.2.1 James Joyce

5.2.1.1 Life and Works

James Joyce (1882–1941) was one of the most 
influential writers of the twentieth century 
and a central figure in literary Modernism. 
He was born in Dublin, Ireland, into a middle 
class Catholic family. His early education at 
Jesuit institutions such as Clongowes Wood 
College and Belvedere College had a pro-
found influence on his imagination and later 
writings. Joyce studied at University College 
Dublin, where he developed a keen interest 
in literature, languages, philosophy, and Eu-
ropean culture. Although deeply attached to 
Ireland, he became increasingly critical of 
the political, religious, and social forces that 
he believed restricted individual freedom. In 
1904 he left Ireland and spent much of his 
life in self imposed exile in cities such as Tri-
este, Zurich, and Paris. Despite living abroad, 
Dublin remained the principal setting of his 
fiction. Joyce transformed the experiences 
of ordinary life into complex artistic narra-
tives and became famous for his innovative 
literary techniques. His major works include  
Dubliners (1914), A Portrait of the Artist as a 
Young Man (1916), Ulysses (1922), and Fin-
negans Wake (1939). Through these works, 
Joyce revolutionised the modern novel and 
expanded the possibilities of literary expres-
sion.

5.2.1.2 Joyce as a Modernist Novelist

James Joyce occupies a prominent place 
among Modernist writers because of his exper-
imental approach to narrative form, language, 
and characterisation. Modernist literature 
emerged in response to the social and intel-
lectual changes of the early twentieth century, 
and Joyce became one of its most innovative 
practitioners. Rather than focusing on exter-
nal events, he explored the inner workings 
of the human mind, emphasising memory, 
consciousness, emotion, and perception. His 
fiction frequently abandons conventional plot 
structures in favour of psychological explora-
tion and subjective experience. He developed 
techniques such as stream of consciousness, 
interior monologue, and epiphany to represent 
the complexities of human thought. His char-
acters are often engaged in quests for identity, 
self understanding, and personal freedom. At 
the same time, Joyce combined realistic de-
scriptions of everyday life with symbolic and 
mythological patterns. His novels examine 
themes such as religion, nationalism, family, 
exile, and artistic creation. Through his inno-
vative methods and profound psychological 
insight, Joyce transformed the novel into a 
powerful instrument for exploring the modern 
human condition.

5.2.2 A Portrait of the Artist as a 
Young Man
5.2.2.1 Introduction to the Novel

A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man is 
James Joyce’s first novel and one of the most 
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significant works of literary Modernism. Pub-
lished in 1916, the novel traces the intellectual, 
emotional, religious, and artistic development 
of Stephen Dedalus from childhood to early 
adulthood. The work is largely autobiograph-
ical, drawing extensively upon Joyce’s own 
experiences, education, family background, 
and struggles with religion and nationality. 
However, it is not a conventional autobiog-
raphy. Joyce transforms personal experienc-
es into a fictional narrative that explores the 
universal process of self discovery and artistic 
growth. The novel presents Stephen’s gradual 
rejection of the restrictive influences of fam-
ily, religion, and nationalism as he seeks per-
sonal freedom and artistic fulfilment. The title 
itself suggests that the work is a portrait of an 
artist in the process of formation rather than 
a completed biography. Through Stephen’s 
experiences, Joyce examines the challenges 
faced by an individual who attempts to create 
an independent identity in a society governed 
by tradition and authority.

The novel is also an important example of the 
Bildungsroman, a literary form that focuses 
on the growth and development of a young 
protagonist. Stephen’s journey from inno-
cence to maturity forms the central structure 
of the narrative. Unlike traditional novels that 
emphasise external action, Joyce concentrates 
on Stephen’s inner life, recording the evolu-
tion of his thoughts, feelings, and perceptions. 
The language of the novel changes as Stephen 
grows older, reflecting the development of his 
consciousness. This innovative technique al-
lows readers to experience the world through 
Stephen’s mind at different stages of his life. 
The novel therefore combines psychologi-
cal realism with artistic experimentation and 
marks a significant departure from conven-
tional nineteenth century fiction.

5.2.2.2 Autobiographical Elements

A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man con-
tains many autobiographical elements derived 
from James Joyce’s own life. Like Stephen 
Dedalus, Joyce was born into a Catholic mid-
dle class family in Dublin and received his 
education at Jesuit institutions such as Clon-
gowes Wood College and Belvedere College 
before attending University College Dublin. 
Both Joyce and Stephen experienced finan-
cial difficulties as a result of their fathers’ de-
clining fortunes. The religious education they 
received deeply influenced their intellectual 
development, even though both later ques-
tioned and rejected many aspects of Catholic 
doctrine. Similarly, Stephen’s growing dissat-
isfaction with Irish nationalism and his desire 
to leave Ireland reflect Joyce’s own decision 
to live in voluntary exile. Many characters, in-
cidents, and settings in the novel are inspired 
by Joyce’s personal experiences and observa-
tions of Dublin life.

Despite these similarities, the novel should 
not be regarded as a straightforward autobi-
ography. Joyce reshapes and reorganises his 
experiences to serve artistic purposes. Ste-
phen Dedalus is not merely a fictional version 
of Joyce but a carefully constructed character 
who represents the struggles of the develop-
ing artist. Through Stephen, Joyce explores 
broader questions concerning identity, creativ-
ity, freedom, and self expression. Personal ex-
periences are transformed into artistic materi-
al, allowing the novel to transcend individual 
biography and achieve universal significance. 
The work therefore represents both a record of 
personal growth and a profound exploration 
of the making of an artist.
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Fig. 5.2.1 Stephen Dedalus and the Quest for Artistic Freedom

5.2.2.3 Summary

Chapter I

A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man trac-
es the development of Stephen Dedalus from 
childhood to early adulthood and records his 
gradual emergence as an independent artist. 
The novel opens with the first impressions of 
Stephen Dedalus as a small child. These ex-
periences are presented through the language 
and consciousness of a child. He remembers 
being called “Baby Tuckoo” by his father, 
who used to tell him the story of the “moo-
cow coming down along the road.” He recalls 
his father’s hairy face, his mother's pleas-
ant smell, her singing, and his own dancing. 
He also remembers wetting the bed and the 
strange smell of the oilsheet his mother placed 
beneath him. The Dedalus family consists of 
Simon Dedalus, May Dedalus, their children, 

Uncle Charles, and Mrs. Riordan, known as 
Dante.

The Vance family lives nearby. Stephen de-
velops a childish desire to marry Eileen 
Vance when he grows up. However, because 
the Vances are Protestants, Dante warns him 
against such thoughts and frightens him by 
saying that eagles would come and pull out 
his eyes if he committed such a folly.

As Stephen grows older, he is sent to Clon-
gowes Wood College, a boys’ boarding school. 
His mother cries when leaving him there and 
advises him to avoid rough boys, while his fa-
ther tells him never to report his classmates 
to the authorities. Stephen has little interest 
in games and usually remains on the edge of 
the playground. One day, a boy named Wells 
pushes him into a ditch of dirty water, causing 
him to fall ill with a fever. He is taken to the 
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school infirmary, where Brother Michael cares 
for him. During his illness, Stephen fears he 
may die before seeing his mother again.

Stephen also remembers a Christmas dinner 
at home during which a heated discussion 
takes place about Charles Stewart Parnell, the 
Irish nationalist leader. Mr. Casey supports 
Parnell, while Dante condemns him because 
the Church had opposed him. The argument 
becomes so intense that Dante storms out of 
the room. This incident leaves a lasting im-
pression on Stephen and introduces him to the 
bitterness of politics and religion.

Another important incident occurs when Fa-
ther Dolan unjustly punishes Stephen. Be-
cause Stephen has broken his spectacles, he 
has been excused from studies. Nevertheless, 
Father Dolan accuses him of shirking work 
and canes him before the class. Encouraged 
by his fellow students, Stephen complains to 
the Rector, Father Conmee, who listens sym-
pathetically and promises to speak to Father 
Dolan about the matter.

Chapter II

During the summer vacation, Stephen spends 
much of his time with Uncle Charles, who 
enjoys smoking a strong tobacco in his pipe. 
Uncle Charles cheerfully accepts Simon 
Dedalus’s suggestion that he smoke in the 
outhouse, which he affectionately calls his 
“arbour.” Stephen also receives running les-
sons from the retired athlete Mike Flynn and 
becomes absorbed in reading Alexandre Du-
mas’s The Count of Monte Cristo, especially 
admiring the character of Mercedes.

The financial condition of the Dedalus family 
continues to decline. They move into a poorer 
house, and Stephen can no longer attend the 
expensive Clongowes College. Instead, he 
joins Belvedere College, a Jesuit institution. 
There he quickly gains recognition and be-
comes one of the leading students.

Stephen’s independent thinking often brings 
him into conflict with others. When he praises 
Byron as the greatest poet and Cardinal New-
man as the greatest prose writer, some boys 
accuse him of supporting an immoral and 
heretical writer. Refusing to change his opin-
ion, Stephen is beaten by Heron, Boland, and 
Nash.

Stephen earns a reputation for essay writing 
and is chosen to perform in the Whitsuntide 
play. Although he dislikes his role as a comic 
schoolmaster, he hopes that a girl he secretly 
admires will attend the performance. When 
she fails to appear, he becomes deeply disap-
pointed and wanders through the streets until 
the unpleasant smell of horse urine and rotten 
straw calms his emotional turmoil.

Later, Stephen accompanies his father to Cork, 
where Simon Dedalus must sell some prop-
erty. During the visit, Stephen tours Queen’s 
College, where his father had studied. The trip 
leaves him bored and emotionally detached. 
Soon afterwards, he wins an essay prize and 
spends the money on gifts and family enter-
tainment. However, the money quickly dis-
appears, and the family returns to its usual  
poverty.

As he reaches adolescence, Stephen becomes 
increasingly troubled by his sexual desires 
and the dreary atmosphere of his home and 
school. Eventually, he visits a prostitute and 
surrenders himself to physical passion. This 
experience marks the beginning of a period of 
moral and spiritual decline.

Chapter III

Stephen gradually becomes aware that his life 
of sin has placed his soul in danger. He feels 
trapped by guilt and fears eternal damnation.

The school conducts a three day retreat in 
honour of St. Francis Xavier. During the re-
treat, Father Arnall delivers powerful sermons 
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on death, judgement, heaven, and hell. He 
vividly describes the punishments awaiting 
sinners and the horrors of eternal damnation. 
Stephen is deeply shaken by these sermons 
and becomes convinced that they are directed 
specifically at him.

Filled with fear and remorse, Stephen decides 
to confess his sins. Unable to confess before 
the priests who know him, he goes to a dis-
tant chapel where an elderly priest hears his 
confession. Stephen reveals all his sins and 
receives advice, comfort, and absolution. The 
experience brings him immense relief. He re-
ceives Holy Communion the following morn-
ing and resolves to lead a pure and virtuous 
life.

Chapter IV

After his confession, Stephen transforms 
his life completely. He dedicates himself to 
prayer, carries rosary beads with him, and 
practises various forms of self discipline to 
control his senses and suppress worldly de-
sires. Although he believes his soul is becom-
ing purer, he also becomes irritable and intol-
erant of small disturbances.

The Director of the school notices Stephen’s 
devotion and suggests that he consider be-
coming a priest. He describes the priesthood 
as a sacred calling that grants spiritual author-
ity and honour. Stephen is attracted by the 
idea of possessing secret knowledge and es-
caping worldly worries. However, after seri-
ous reflection, he realizes that the priestly life 
would restrict his freedom and prevent him 
from fulfilling his true destiny as an artist. He 
therefore rejects the offer.

At home, Stephen finds his family sinking 
deeper into poverty. Despite their financial 
difficulties, his father decides to send him to 
university. Around this time, Stephen experi-
ences a moment of artistic awakening while 

walking along the sea shore. Seeing a young 
girl standing in the water like a beautiful sea-
bird, he is overwhelmed by a sense of beauty 
and inspiration. He realises that his true voca-
tion is not the priesthood but art. He resolves 
to dedicate his life to artistic creation.

Chapter V

Stephen joins the university, but his family’s 
poverty continues to worsen. He becomes in-
creasingly independent and often arrives late 
for classes. His mother worries that he has 
changed for the worse. As he walks through 
the streets and attends lectures, he reflects 
upon his life, his friends, and his future. Cran-
ly becomes his closest confidant, while Davin 
represents a more traditional Irish outlook.

One day, Stephen speaks with the Dean of 
Studies about beauty and art. Later, he re-
fuses to sign a political petition presented by 
McCann. He tells Davin that nationality, lan-
guage, and religion are like nets preventing 
him from achieving freedom. He declares his 
intention to leave Ireland.

Stephen then explains his aesthetic theory to 
Lynch. Drawing upon Aristotle and Aquinas, 
he discusses the nature of beauty, pity, terror, 
and artistic creation. According to him, true 
art should create a state of contemplation rath-
er than stimulate desire or moral instruction. 
Beauty, he argues, depends upon wholeness, 
harmony, and radiance. He also classifies art 
into three forms: lyrical, epic, and dramatic.

Later, Stephen encounters the girl he has ad-
mired for years. Although he once judged 
her harshly, he now sees her with greater un-
derstanding and sympathy. He writes verses 
inspired by her but never sends them. The 
sight of birds flying overhead reminds him 
of Daedalus, the mythical craftsman whose 
name he bears. Like Daedalus, Stephen longs 
to escape confinement and seek freedom.
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In a final conversation with Cranly, Stephen 
explains that he can no longer accept the reli-
gious beliefs of his family. Although he does 
not wish to hurt his mother, he refuses to com-
promise his principles. He declares that he 
will express himself through life and art using 
“silence, exile and cunning” as his weapons.

The novel concludes with entries from Ste-
phen’s diary as he prepares to leave Ireland. 
He records his thoughts, his doubts, and his 
hopes for the future. The last of the entries 
are as follows: “Mother is putting my sec-
ond-hand clothes in order. She prays now, she 
says that I may learn in my own life and away 
from home and friends what the heart is and 
what it feels. Amen. So be it. Welcome, O life! 
I go to encounter for the millionth time the re-
ality of experience and to forge in the smithy 
of my soul the uncreated conscience of my 
race. Old father, old artificer, stand me now 
and ever in good stead.” In these famous final 
lines, he welcomes life and resolves to forge 
“the uncreated conscience of my race.” Invok-
ing the mythical artificer Daedalus, he pre-
pares to leave Ireland and pursue his destiny 
as an artist. Thus, like Daedalus, he flies away 
from the prison of home, church, and nation in 
search of freedom and self fulfilment.

5.2.2.4 Major Characters

Stephen Dedalus

Stephen Dedalus is the protagonist of the nov-
el and represents the developing artist. The 
narrative follows his growth from childhood 
to early adulthood as he struggles to define his 
identity and discover his vocation. Sensitive, 
intelligent, imaginative, and introspective, 
Stephen often feels isolated from the people 
around him. Throughout the novel, he con-
fronts the influences of family, religion, edu-
cation, and nationalism, all of which attempt 
to shape his life. Gradually, he rejects these 
external authorities and seeks personal free-

dom through artistic creation. His journey 
from innocence to self awareness forms the 
central focus of the novel. Stephen's decision 
to leave Ireland and pursue a life dedicated to 
art symbolises his commitment to individual 
expression and creative independence.

Simon Dedalus

Simon Dedalus, Stephen's father, is a charm-
ing, talkative, and nostalgic man who fre-
quently recalls the happier days of his youth. 
Although he possesses intelligence and hu-
mour, he lacks financial responsibility and 
practical judgement. His declining fortunes 
contribute significantly to the family's hard-
ships and repeated relocations. Simon's in-
ability to adapt to changing circumstances 
disappoints Stephen, who gradually becomes 
aware of his father's weaknesses. Despite this 
disillusionment, Stephen retains a certain af-
fection for him. Simon represents a generation 
trapped by memories of the past and unable 
to provide meaningful guidance for the future. 
His character highlights the contrast between 
inherited traditions and Stephen's desire for 
independence.

May Dedalus

May Dedalus, Stephen's mother, embodies 
love, care, and religious devotion. She re-
mains deeply committed to Catholic values 
and family responsibilities throughout the 
novel. Unlike Simon, she seeks stability and 
moral discipline within the household. She 
wishes Stephen to remain faithful to the reli-
gious practices of the Church and often wor-
ries about his growing independence. Stephen 
respects and loves his mother but finds him-
self increasingly unable to accept the beliefs 
she represents. Their relationship becomes 
one of the most emotionally complex aspects 
of the novel because Stephen's pursuit of free-
dom requires him to distance himself from ex-
pectations that are important to her.
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Cranly

Cranly is Stephen's closest friend during his 
university years and serves as his most trusted 
confidant. Intelligent, perceptive, and practi-
cal, Cranly listens patiently to Stephen's ideas 
and aspirations. Many of Stephen's most im-
portant discussions concerning religion, fami-
ly, and artistic freedom take place with Cranly. 
Although he does not always agree with Ste-
phen, he understands him better than any other 
character in the novel. Cranly often functions 
as a sounding board against which Stephen 
tests his beliefs and decisions. Through their 
conversations, readers gain insight into Ste-
phen's intellectual development and his deter-
mination to follow his chosen path.

Emma Clery

Emma Clery is the young woman who occu-
pies Stephen's imagination throughout much 
of the novel. She appears less as a fully devel-
oped character and more as an idealised figure 
who inspires Stephen's romantic and artistic 
feelings. His fascination with Emma reflects 
his longing for beauty, love, and emotional 
fulfilment. She becomes associated with po-
etry, imagination, and artistic aspiration rather 
than ordinary reality. Stephen's feelings for 
Emma contribute to his emotional growth and 
influence his understanding of beauty and ar-
tistic creation.

Dante Riordan

Dante Riordan, commonly known as Aunt 
Dante, is a strict and deeply religious rela-
tive who plays an important role in Stephen's 
childhood. She strongly supports the Catho-
lic Church and frequently expresses conser-
vative views on religion and politics. During 
the famous Christmas dinner scene, she pas-
sionately defends the Church's condemnation 
of Charles Stewart Parnell, leading to a bitter 
argument with other members of the family. 

Through Dante, Joyce illustrates the powerful 
influence of religious authority in Irish soci-
ety. Her unwavering commitment to Catho-
lic doctrine represents one of the forces from 
which Stephen eventually seeks liberation.

5.2.2.5 Themes

Quest for Identity

The central theme of the novel is the search 
for personal identity. Stephen Dedalus strug-
gles throughout the novel to understand who 
he is and what role he should play in society. 
He is influenced by family expectations, reli-
gious teachings, educational institutions, and 
nationalist politics, yet he finds that none of 
these fully satisfy his desire for self expres-
sion. His journey involves questioning accept-
ed beliefs and discovering his own values. By 
the end of the novel, Stephen chooses to define 
himself as an artist rather than accept identi-
ties imposed by others. His quest for identity 
reflects the broader modernist concern with 
individual consciousness and self discovery.

Art and Artistic Freedom

Art occupies a central place in Stephen’s life 
and becomes the means through which he 
seeks fulfilment and freedom. From an ear-
ly age, he displays a vivid imagination and a 
fascination with language. As he matures, he 
develops theories about beauty, creativity, and 
artistic expression. Stephen believes that the 
artist must remain independent from social 
pressures and conventional expectations. His 
decision to dedicate his life to art represents a 
rejection of limitations imposed by family, re-
ligion, and society. Joyce presents artistic cre-
ation as both a personal calling and a means of 
achieving intellectual and spiritual liberation.

Religion and Spiritual Conflict

Religion plays a significant role in Stephen's 
development and forms one of the major con-
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flicts in the novel. Raised in a deeply Cath-
olic environment, he experiences periods of 
faith, guilt, fear, and devotion. The sermons 
on sin and damnation deeply affect him and 
lead to a temporary commitment to religious 
discipline. However, Stephen gradually be-
comes dissatisfied with the restrictions im-
posed by organised religion. He comes to 
view religious authority as incompatible with 
his desire for intellectual freedom and artistic 
independence. His rejection of the priesthood 
marks an important step in his development as 
an individual.

Freedom and Rebellion

The novel explores the theme of freedom 
through Stephen's resistance to various forms 
of authority. He questions the authority of 
teachers, priests, family members, and polit-
ical leaders. Stephen believes that true free-
dom can only be achieved by refusing to sub-
mit blindly to external pressures. His famous 
determination to escape the "nets" of nation-
ality, language, and religion reflects his desire 
for independence. This rebellion is not mere-
ly political or social but also intellectual and 
artistic. Stephen’s journey demonstrates the 
challenges involved in pursuing personal free-
dom in a society shaped by strong traditions 
and institutions.

Nationalism and Exile

Irish nationalism forms an important back-
ground to the novel. Stephen grows up during 
a period of political tension and national de-
bate, particularly concerning Charles Stewart 
Parnell and the future of Ireland. Although 
he is aware of nationalist movements, he re-
fuses to subordinate his artistic ambitions to 
political causes. Stephen believes that creative 
freedom requires distance from ideological 
commitments. As a result, he chooses volun-
tary exile, leaving Ireland in order to devel-
op as an artist. Exile becomes both a physical 

departure and a symbolic act of self creation. 
Joyce presents exile as a means through which 
individuals can gain a broader perspective on 
themselves and their society.

Family and Social Expectations

Family relationships significantly influence 
Stephen’s development. His parents, relatives, 
and friends represent the social expectations 
that shape individual lives. The decline of the 
Dedalus family’s financial condition expos-
es Stephen to hardship and disappointment, 
while family members often encourage him 
to conform to traditional values. Stephen's 
growing awareness of these pressures leads 
him to question inherited beliefs and social 
obligations. Although he remains emotional-
ly connected to his family, he recognises that 
achieving his goals requires a degree of sep-
aration from them. The novel thus examines 
the tension between personal aspirations and 
social responsibilities.

5.2.2.6 Narrative Technique and Modernism

One of the most remarkable features of the nov-
el is its innovative narrative technique. Joyce 
departs from traditional methods of storytell-
ing by presenting events largely through Ste-
phen Dedalus's consciousness. Instead of re-
lying on an all knowing narrator who explains 
characters and events, Joyce allows readers to 
experience the world as Stephen perceives it. 
The language of the novel changes according 
to Stephen's age and intellectual development. 
In the opening pages, the narrative reflects the 
limited understanding of a young child, using 
simple words, sensory impressions, and frag-
mented perceptions. As Stephen grows older, 
the language becomes increasingly complex 
and sophisticated, mirroring the development 
of his mind. This technique enables readers to 
participate directly in Stephen's psychological 
and emotional growth.
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Joyce is also known for his use of stream of 
consciousness, a narrative method that at-
tempts to represent the continuous flow of 
thoughts, memories, feelings, and impres-
sions within the human mind. Although 
the technique is more fully developed in  
Ulysses, A Portrait of the Artist as a Young 
Man contains many early examples of this 
modernist approach. The novel frequently 
moves between external events and Stephen’s 
inner reflections, emphasising subjective ex-
perience rather than objective reality. Readers 
are invited to observe the workings of Ste-
phen's mind as he struggles with questions of 
religion, identity, art, and freedom. This focus 
on consciousness reflects a central concern of 
Modernism, namely the exploration of indi-
vidual perception and the complexities of hu-
man psychology.

Another important modernist feature is Joyce’s 
use of epiphany, a moment of sudden insight 
or revelation that transforms a character's un-
derstanding of life. Several crucial moments 
in the novel function as epiphanies, particu-
larly Stephen's vision of the young woman 
standing by the sea. This experience awak-
ens his artistic imagination and leads him to 
embrace his vocation as an artist. Rather than 
presenting life as a series of dramatic external 
events, Joyce emphasises moments of inner 
realisation and psychological transformation. 
The novel also rejects conventional moral 
conclusions and encourages readers to inter-
pret Stephen's experiences independently. 
Such techniques challenge traditional narra-
tive forms and demonstrate Joyce's commit-
ment to literary experimentation.

The novel exemplifies many of the defining 
characteristics of literary Modernism, includ-
ing psychological depth, formal innovation, 
subjective narration, and the rejection of es-
tablished conventions. Joyce presents iden-
tity as fluid and evolving rather than fixed 

and stable. He explores the tensions between 
individuality and social authority, faith and 
doubt, tradition and innovation. Through its 
experimental narrative style and its emphasis 
on consciousness, A Portrait of the Artist as a 
Young Man helped transform the modern nov-
el and established Joyce as one of the most 
influential modernist writers of the twentieth 
century.

5.2.2.7 Analysis

A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man is 
widely regarded as one of the most import-
ant modernist novels of the twentieth century. 
Through the character of Stephen Dedalus, 
Joyce explores the complex process of intel-
lectual, emotional, and artistic development. 
Unlike traditional Bildungsromans that often 
emphasise social integration and maturity, 
Joyce presents development as a process of 
questioning and resistance. Stephen's growth 
involves rejecting many of the institutions 
that shape his life, including family, religion, 
and nationalism. The novel examines the dif-
ficulties faced by an individual who seeks to 
establish an independent identity in a society 
governed by powerful cultural and religious 
traditions. Joyce’s portrayal of Stephen's inner 
struggles gives the novel remarkable psycho-
logical depth and realism.

One of the greatest strengths of the novel lies 
in its innovative treatment of consciousness. 
Joyce transforms the conventional novel by 
focusing on subjective experience rather than 
external action. Readers are invited to witness 
the gradual formation of Stephen’s thoughts, 
emotions, and artistic ideals. The changing 
language of the narrative reflects different 
stages of Stephen’s development and demon-
strates Joyce’s extraordinary technical skill. 
This close connection between form and con-
tent allows the novel to represent human con-
sciousness with unprecedented complexity. 
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The use of stream of consciousness, interior 
reflection, and epiphany contributes signifi-
cantly to the novel's modernist character and 
distinguishes it from earlier forms of realistic 
fiction.

The novel also offers a powerful critique of 
Irish society in the late nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries. Joyce portrays the influ-
ence of religious authority, political conflict, 
and social expectations on individual lives. 
Through Stephen's experiences, the novel 
questions institutions that demand conformi-
ty at the expense of personal freedom. How-
ever, Joyce does not present simple solutions 
to these conflicts. Stephen's decision to em-
brace exile and artistic independence involves 
sacrifice as well as liberation. His separation 
from family, community, and tradition raises 
important questions about the relationship be-
tween the individual and society. The novel 

therefore remains both a personal narrative 
of self discovery and a broader exploration of 
cultural and social constraints.

From a contemporary perspective, A Portrait 
of the Artist as a Young Man continues to 
be valued for its artistic innovation, psycho-
logical insight, and exploration of universal 
themes such as identity, freedom, creativity, 
and self expression. The novel demonstrates 
Joyce's belief that literature can capture the 
complexity of human consciousness and re-
veal deeper truths about individual experi-
ence. Its influence can be seen in countless 
later works of fiction that explore the inner 
lives of characters through experimental nar-
rative techniques. As a landmark of literary 
Modernism, the novel remains a significant 
achievement in world literature and an endur-
ing study of the artist's search for meaning and 
independence.

Section 2

 Howards End - E. M. Forster 

5.2.3 E. M. Forster

5.2.3.1 Life and Works

Edward Morgan Forster (1879–1970), com-
monly known as E. M. Forster, was one of the 
most distinguished English novelists of the 
early twentieth century. Born in London, he 
was educated at Tonbridge School and later 
at King's College, Cambridge, where he de-
veloped many of the intellectual interests that 
would shape his literary career. Forster trav-
elled widely, particularly in Europe and India, 
and these experiences influenced his under-
standing of culture, human relationships, and 
social divisions. His major novels include 
Where Angels Fear to Tread (1905), The  
Longest Journey (1907), A Room with a View 

(1908), Howards End (1910), and A Passage 
to India (1924). He also wrote short stories, 
essays, biographies, travel writings, and liter-
ary criticism. Forster's fiction is known for its 
exploration of class differences, personal rela-
tionships, cultural encounters, and the conflict 
between individual freedom and social con-
vention. His humanistic outlook, psychologi-
cal insight, and elegant prose style established 
him as one of the most important novelists of 
the Edwardian and early modern periods.

5.2.3.2 Forster as a Novelist and Humanist

E. M. Forster occupies a unique position in 
English literature because he combines the 
social realism of the nineteenth century novel 
with concerns that would later become cen-
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tral to Modernism. His works focus on the 
complexities of human relationships and the 
barriers that prevent genuine understanding 
between individuals. Forster believed that 
personal connections based on sympathy, 
honesty, and mutual respect were essential for 
a meaningful life. This belief is reflected in his 
famous motto, "Only connect," which appears 
in Howards End and expresses his conviction 
that human fulfilment depends upon establish-
ing connections across social, cultural, and 
emotional boundaries. His novels frequently 
examine conflicts between different classes, 
cultures, values, and worldviews while em-
phasising the importance of tolerance and 
compassion. Although he was interested in 
social issues, Forster remained primarily con-
cerned with the inner lives of individuals and 
the moral choices they face. His humanistic 
vision, combined with his subtle characterisa-
tion and thoughtful exploration of society, has 
ensured his enduring significance in English 
literature.

5.2.4 Howards End

5.2.4.1 Introduction to the Novel

Published in 1910, Howards End is one of 
E. M. Forster's most celebrated novels and 
is widely regarded as a masterpiece of early 
twentieth century English fiction. The novel 
explores the relationships between individuals 
belonging to different social classes and ex-
amines the challenges of maintaining human 
values in a rapidly changing modern society. 
Set primarily in England during the Edward-
ian period, the novel focuses on the interac-
tions among three families: the intellectual 
and idealistic Schlegels, the wealthy and prac-
tical Wilcoxes, and the lower middle class 
Bast family. Through these families, Forster 

investigates questions of class, culture, moral-
ity, property, and personal relationships. The 
title refers to Howards End, a country house 
that functions as both a physical setting and a 
powerful symbol throughout the novel.

The novel is often considered a study of so-
cial and cultural transition. England at the 
beginning of the twentieth century was expe-
riencing significant economic, technological, 
and social changes. Traditional values asso-
ciated with rural life and personal relation-
ships were increasingly challenged by indus-
trialisation, urban expansion, and commercial 
success. Forster uses the contrasting values 
of the Schlegels and the Wilcoxes to explore 
these tensions. While the Schlegels value art, 
literature, imagination, and emotional under-
standing, the Wilcoxes represent business effi-
ciency, material success, and practical action. 
Rather than presenting one group as entirely 
right and the other as entirely wrong, Forster 
seeks to demonstrate the necessity of balance 
and mutual understanding between different 
perspectives.

A central idea of the novel is expressed through 
Forster's famous phrase "Only connect." This 
principle suggests that genuine human fulfil-
ment depends upon establishing meaningful 
connections between people, classes, ideas, 
and ways of life. Throughout the narrative, 
characters struggle to overcome divisions cre-
ated by wealth, social status, gender, and per-
sonal prejudice. The novel therefore examines 
both the possibilities and limitations of human 
relationships in modern society. Through its 
rich characterisation, social commentary, and 
humanistic vision, Howards End remains one 
of the most influential novels in English litera-
ture and continues to attract readers and critics 
more than a century after its publication.
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Fig. 5.2.2 Howards End

5.2.4.2 Summary

The novel begins with the Schlegel family, 
consisting of the intelligent and cultured sis-
ters Margaret and Helen Schlegel and their 
younger brother Tibby. The Schlegels val-
ue literature, music, art, and intellectual dis-
cussion. During a visit to Howards End, the 
country home of the wealthy Wilcox family, 
Helen develops a brief romantic attachment 
to Paul Wilcox, the younger son. The rela-
tionship ends almost as quickly as it begins, 
creating embarrassment between the two fam-
ilies. Although the incident appears minor, it 
establishes the connection between the Schle-
gels and the Wilcoxes that becomes central to 
the novel. Soon afterwards, Margaret forms a 
close friendship with Ruth Wilcox, the sen-
sitive and spiritually minded wife of Henry 
Wilcox. Unlike the rest of her family, Ruth 
appreciates beauty, tradition, and emotional 
understanding. Before her death, she writes 
a note expressing her wish that Howards End 
should be left to Margaret. However, the Wil-
cox family dismisses her request and keeps it 

secret, believing that Margaret has no claim to 
the property.

Several years later, the Schlegels become ac-
quainted with Leonard Bast, a young clerk 
from the lower middle class who dreams of 
improving himself through education and cul-
ture. Leonard admires literature and intellec-
tual pursuits, but his limited income prevents 
him from enjoying the opportunities available 
to wealthier people. When the Schlegels learn 
from Henry Wilcox that Leonard's employer 
is likely to fail, they feel morally obliged to 
warn him. Trusting their advice, Leonard re-
signs from his stable position and accepts a 
less secure job. Unfortunately, Henry’s pre-
diction proves inaccurate, and Leonard's fi-
nancial situation deteriorates. This episode 
reveals the gap between good intentions and 
actual consequences, while also exposing the 
vulnerability of those who lack social and 
economic privilege. Through Leonard's strug-
gles, Forster highlights the difficulties faced 
by individuals attempting to rise above their 
class position.
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Meanwhile, Margaret and Henry Wilcox 
gradually become closer and eventually de-
cide to marry. Their engagement symbolises 
an attempt to unite two very different worlds. 
Margaret represents culture, imagination, and 
human sympathy, while Henry represents 
business, practicality, and material success. 
Helen strongly disapproves of the relationship 
because she considers Henry insensitive and 
dismissive towards those less fortunate than 
himself. Tensions increase when Leonard and 
his wife Jacky unexpectedly appear at the 
wedding celebrations of Henry's daughter. It 
is then revealed that Henry had known Jacky 
years earlier when she worked as a prostitute 
in Cyprus and had maintained a relationship 
with her. Margaret chooses to forgive Henry's 
past behaviour, believing that people should 
be judged with understanding and compas-
sion. Helen, however, is deeply disturbed by 
what she sees as society's willingness to ex-
cuse the moral failures of wealthy men while 
harshly judging others.

Helen's concern for Leonard gradually devel-
ops into a deeper emotional attachment. Feel-
ing sympathy for his suffering and isolation, 
she becomes involved in a relationship with 
him that results in her pregnancy. Ashamed of 
the situation and unwilling to face social con-
demnation, Helen leaves England and travels 
abroad. For a long period she avoids contact 
with her family. Eventually, Margaret discov-
ers her sister's secret and resolves to support 
and protect her. Margaret arranges for Helen 
to come to Howards End, believing that the 
house can provide a place of refuge and rec-
onciliation. At this stage, the novel increas-
ingly focuses on questions of responsibility, 
forgiveness, and the possibility of overcoming 
social divisions through personal understand-
ing.

The narrative reaches its climax when Leon-
ard Bast arrives at Howards End seeking an 

opportunity to explain himself and learn about 
Helen’s situation. Charles Wilcox, Henry’s ag-
gressive and narrow minded son, assumes that 
Leonard has acted dishonourably and con-
fronts him violently. In the struggle that fol-
lows, Charles strikes Leonard with a sword. 
Leonard falls, and a bookcase collapses upon 
him. Although the injury itself is not fatal, the 
shock causes Leonard to suffer a heart attack 
and die. Charles is subsequently convicted of 
manslaughter and sentenced to imprisonment. 
The tragedy forces Henry Wilcox to confront 
the consequences of his attitudes and actions, 
while exposing the moral shortcomings of a 
society that values wealth and status above 
human understanding.

In the final chapters, Henry emerges as a hum-
bled and broken man. Margaret remains loyal 
to him while also supporting Helen and her 
child. The surviving members of the family 
settle at Howards End, which finally pass-
es into Margaret's possession, fulfilling Ruth 
Wilcox's original wish. Margaret intends that 
the house will eventually belong to Helen’s 
son, symbolising the union of different social 
groups and values. The novel concludes on a 
cautiously optimistic note. Although tragedy 
and suffering have occurred, Forster suggests 
that understanding, compassion, and mean-
ingful human relationships can overcome bar-
riers of class, wealth, and prejudice. Howards 
End itself stands as a powerful symbol of con-
tinuity, cultural inheritance, and the enduring 
importance of human connection in a rapidly 
changing world.

5.2.4.3 Major Characters

Margaret Schlegel

Margaret Schlegel is the central character of 
the novel and serves as the moral and emo-
tional centre of the narrative. Intelligent, 
thoughtful, and compassionate, she values 
literature, culture, and meaningful human re-
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lationships. Unlike her more impulsive sister 
Helen, Margaret possesses a balanced and 
practical outlook that enables her to under-
stand different perspectives. Throughout the 
novel, she attempts to bridge the gap between 
opposing social groups and conflicting values. 
Her friendship with Ruth Wilcox and later 
marriage to Henry Wilcox place her at the in-
tersection of the novel's major social and ideo-
logical divisions. Margaret embodies Forster's 
belief in tolerance, understanding, and human 
connection. Her efforts to reconcile people de-
spite their differences reflect the novel's cen-
tral message of “Only connect.”

Helen Schlegel

Helen Schlegel is Margaret’s younger sister 
and represents idealism, passion, and social 
conscience. Deeply sensitive to injustice and 
inequality, she is often critical of the material-
ism and self interest that she observes in soci-
ety. Helen possesses strong emotions and acts 
according to her convictions, sometimes with-
out considering the consequences. Her sym-
pathy for Leonard Bast arises from her aware-
ness of the difficulties faced by those who lack 
wealth and privilege. Throughout the novel, 
she challenges social conventions and refuses 
to accept hypocrisy or double standards. Al-
though her impulsive nature leads to personal 
difficulties, Helen remains one of the novel’s 
most compassionate and morally committed 
characters. Through her, Forster explores the 
importance of empathy and social responsibil-
ity.

Henry Wilcox

Henry Wilcox is a wealthy businessman and 
the head of the Wilcox family. He represents 
the values of the commercial and imperial 
middle class in Edwardian England. Practi-
cal, confident, and efficient, Henry believes 
strongly in economic success, social order, 
and conventional morality. He often appears 

insensitive to emotional and cultural con-
cerns, preferring practical solutions to com-
plex human problems. His relationship with 
Margaret gradually exposes the limitations 
of his worldview and forces him to confront 
his own weaknesses. Although he initially ap-
pears rigid and unsympathetic, Henry under-
goes significant personal change as a result of 
the tragedies that affect his family. By the end 
of the novel, he becomes more aware of the 
importance of compassion and understanding.

Ruth Wilcox

Ruth Wilcox, Henry’s wife, is one of the most 
symbolic figures in the novel. Gentle, intui-
tive, and deeply attached to the English coun-
tryside, she values tradition, continuity, and 
personal relationships. Unlike the rest of her 
family, she recognises a spiritual connection 
with Margaret Schlegel and believes that Mar-
garet would be a worthy guardian of Howards 
End. Her attachment to the house reflects her 
respect for history, nature, and cultural inheri-
tance. Although she dies early in the narrative, 
her influence continues throughout the novel. 
Ruth’s wish that Howards End should pass to 
Margaret becomes an important element of 
the plot and symbolises the possibility of rec-
onciling different social worlds.

Leonard Bast

Leonard Bast is a lower middle class clerk 
who dreams of improving his life through ed-
ucation and culture. He is intelligent, ambi-
tious, and eager to acquire knowledge, but his 
limited financial resources prevent him from 
achieving the opportunities enjoyed by the 
upper and middle classes. Leonard’s struggles 
reveal the barriers created by class divisions 
in English society. Despite his efforts to im-
prove himself, he remains vulnerable to cir-
cumstances beyond his control. His tragic fate 
highlights the consequences of social inequal-
ity and the difficulties faced by individuals 
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who attempt to cross class boundaries. Leon-
ard serves as a powerful symbol of the human 
cost of economic and social injustice.

Charles Wilcox

Charles Wilcox, Henry's elder son, represents 
the more aggressive and narrow minded as-
pects of the Wilcox family's outlook. He is 
strongly attached to conventional ideas of 
authority, respectability, and social hierarchy. 
Unlike Margaret and Helen, Charles shows 
little sympathy for people outside his own so-
cial class. His inability to understand Leon-
ard Bast and his tendency to act impulsively 
contribute directly to the novel's tragic cli-
max. Charles’s actions reveal the dangers of 
prejudice, intolerance, and unquestioned so-
cial privilege. Through his character, Forster 
criticises attitudes that value status and power 
above humanity and understanding.

Tibby Schlegel

Tibby Schlegel, the younger brother of Marga-
ret and Helen, is an intelligent university stu-
dent who prefers intellectual pursuits to social 
involvement. He is detached from many of the 
emotional conflicts that dominate the lives of 
his sisters and often observes events from a 
distance. Tibby’s reserved personality and ac-
ademic interests make him less active in the 
narrative, yet his presence contributes to the 
novel's exploration of different responses to 
modern life. He represents a form of intellec-
tual detachment that contrasts with Margaret's 
commitment to human relationships and Hel-
en's emotional engagement with social issues.

5.2.4.4 Themes

Human Connection and Communication

The most important theme in Howards End is 
the need for meaningful human connection. 
This idea is expressed through Forster's fa-
mous phrase, "Only connect," which serves 

as the moral centre of the novel. Throughout 
the narrative, characters struggle to overcome 
barriers created by class, wealth, culture, and 
personal prejudice. Margaret Schlegel be-
lieves that understanding and sympathy are es-
sential for healthy human relationships, while 
many other characters remain isolated by their 
social attitudes and assumptions. The novel 
suggests that genuine communication enables 
people to recognise their shared humanity de-
spite their differences. Forster presents human 
connection not merely as a personal desire but 
as a moral necessity in an increasingly frag-
mented society.

Class Division and Social Inequality

Class conflict is one of the central concerns of 
the novel. Through the Schlegels, the Wilcox-
es, and Leonard Bast, Forster examines the 
divisions that separate different social groups 
in Edwardian England. The Schlegels belong 
to an educated and cultured middle class, 
the Wilcoxes represent wealth and commer-
cial success, and Leonard Bast struggles as a 
member of the lower middle class. Despite his 
intelligence and ambition, Leonard is unable 
to overcome the limitations imposed by his 
social position. His tragic fate demonstrates 
how economic inequality restricts opportuni-
ties and shapes individual lives. Through this 
theme, Forster criticises a society that values 
wealth and status more than human dignity 
and potential.

Culture versus Materialism

The novel explores the conflict between cul-
tural and spiritual values on the one hand and 
material success on the other. The Schlegel 
sisters appreciate literature, music, art, and 
intellectual discussion, while the Wilcoxes fo-
cus primarily on business, efficiency, and eco-
nomic achievement. These contrasting out-
looks represent two competing visions of life. 
Forster does not completely reject material 
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progress, nor does he idealise culture without 
qualification. Instead, he argues that society 
requires a balance between practical action 
and intellectual or emotional fulfilment. The 
novel suggests that a life devoted solely to 
wealth and material gain becomes spiritual-
ly empty, while culture without engagement 
with reality may remain ineffective.

The Search for Personal Values

Many characters in the novel struggle to de-
termine how they should live and what val-
ues should guide their actions. Margaret seeks 
wisdom, understanding, and balance, while 
Helen is driven by idealism and social jus-
tice. Leonard Bast pursues self improvement 
through education and culture despite numer-
ous obstacles. Henry Wilcox values stability, 
success, and authority but gradually learns 
the importance of compassion. Through these 
characters, Forster examines the challenges 
of making ethical choices in a complex and 
changing society. The novel encourages read-
ers to reflect on the values that give meaning 
and purpose to human life.

Women and Social Change

The novel also explores the position of wom-
en in early twentieth century society. Mar-
garet and Helen Schlegel are educated, in-
dependent, and intellectually active women 
who challenge traditional expectations. They 
participate in discussions about literature, pol-
itics, and social issues, and they seek lives that 
are not entirely defined by marriage or domes-
tic responsibilities. Through their experiences, 
Forster reflects the changing roles of women 
during the Edwardian period. Although social 
limitations remain, the novel presents wom-
en as capable of influencing society through 
intelligence, moral insight, and emotional 
strength. Margaret’s role in bringing together 
different people and values demonstrates the 
importance of female agency in the narrative.

Forgiveness and Moral Growth

Forgiveness is another significant theme in the 
novel. Several characters make mistakes, act 
selfishly, or fail to understand others, yet the 
narrative emphasises the possibility of per-
sonal growth. Margaret's decision to forgive 
Henry Wilcox after learning about his past 
relationship with Jacky demonstrates her be-
lief in compassion and understanding. Simi-
larly, Henry's eventual recognition of his own 
limitations shows that people are capable of 
change. Forster does not portray moral de-
velopment as simple or easy, but he suggests 
that self awareness and empathy can lead to 
greater wisdom. The novel therefore presents 
forgiveness as an essential element of human 
relationships and social harmony.

Change and Continuity

A recurring concern in Howards End is the 
relationship between change and continuity. 
The modern world is transforming rapidly 
through industrialisation, urban expansion, 
and economic development. Old ways of life 
are disappearing, and traditional values are 
being challenged. Against this background, 
Howards End itself serves as a symbol of per-
manence and stability. While people come and 
go, the house remains connected to the land 
and preserves a sense of history and continu-
ity. Through this contrast, Forster explores 
how societies can adapt to change without 
losing their cultural and moral foundations. 
The novel suggests that progress should not 
require the abandonment of human values and 
meaningful traditions.

5.2.4.5 Symbolism in the Novel

Howards End

The most important symbol in the novel is 
Howards End itself, the country house from 
which the novel takes its title. More than a 
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physical building, Howards End represents 
continuity, tradition, stability, and a deep con-
nection to the English landscape. For Ruth 
Wilcox, the house embodies values that are 
increasingly threatened by modern industrial 
society, such as community, memory, and re-
spect for nature. Throughout the novel, own-
ership of Howards End becomes a symbolic 
question concerning who will inherit the cul-
tural and moral future of England. The even-
tual transfer of the house to Margaret and, 
ultimately, to Helen's son suggests the pos-
sibility of reconciling different social groups 
and preserving humane values in a changing 
world.

The Motto “Only Connect”

The phrase "Only connect" functions as a cen-
tral symbol as well as the guiding principle 
of the novel. It symbolises the need to bridge 
divisions between people, classes, ideas, and 
ways of life. Throughout the narrative, char-
acters struggle because they fail to understand 
one another or remain trapped within their 
own social and emotional boundaries. Mar-
garet's efforts to connect the values represent-
ed by the Schlegels and the Wilcoxes reflect 
Forster's belief that meaningful relationships 
are essential for both personal fulfilment and 
social harmony. The motto symbolises the 
possibility of overcoming isolation through 
sympathy, communication, and mutual under-
standing.

Houses and Homes

Different houses in the novel symbolise dif-
ferent values and social identities. Wickham 
Place, the Schlegels’ home, represents cul-
ture, intellectual freedom, and personal rela-
tionships. It is a place where literature, music, 
and conversation are valued. In contrast, the 
London residences associated with the Wil-
coxes symbolise mobility, business success, 

and the modern commercial world. Howards 
End stands apart from both because it com-
bines personal history, emotional attachment, 
and a connection with nature. Through these 
contrasting settings, Forster explores the re-
lationship between physical space and human 
values, suggesting that homes reflect the iden-
tities and priorities of those who inhabit them.

The Elm Tree

The great elm tree at Howards End serves as 
a symbol of endurance, rootedness, and con-
tinuity. Standing near the house, it connects 
the present with the past and represents the 
organic relationship between human life and 
the natural world. While cities expand and 
social conditions change, the tree remains a 
reminder of permanence and tradition. Forster 
uses natural imagery such as the elm tree to 
suggest that human beings require a sense of 
connection to history, place, and nature in or-
der to live meaningful lives. The tree therefore 
reinforces the novel's concern with preserving 
enduring values amid rapid social change.

Books and Culture

Books appear frequently throughout the novel 
and symbolise knowledge, culture, and intel-
lectual aspiration. For the Schlegels, literature 
is not merely a form of entertainment but an 
essential part of life. Leonard Bast's desire to 
read and educate himself reflects his longing 
for self improvement and social advancement. 
However, his experiences also reveal the lim-
itations of culture when it is disconnected 
from economic security and social opportuni-
ty. Books therefore symbolise both the power 
of education and the inequalities that prevent 
many individuals from fully benefiting from 
it. Through this symbolism, Forster examines 
the relationship between culture and social 
class.

SG
O

U



209SGOU - SLM - BA English (Honours) - English Literature from 1900 to 1945

The English Countryside

The countryside surrounding Howards End 
symbolises a traditional way of life that is 
increasingly threatened by urbanisation and 
industrial development. Forster frequently 
contrasts rural landscapes with the growing 
city of London, which expands relentlessly 
throughout the novel. The countryside rep-
resents harmony, continuity, and a closer re-
lationship with nature, while the modern city 
often symbolises change, commercialism, 
and social fragmentation. By presenting these 
contrasting environments, Forster explores 
the effects of modernisation and argues for the 
preservation of values associated with the nat-
ural world and local communities.

Leonard Bast's Umbrella

The umbrella associated with Leonard Bast 
functions as a subtle symbol of class identi-
ty and social difference. When the Schlegels 
mistakenly take Leonard’s umbrella after a 
concert, the incident initiates their acquain-
tance with him. The umbrella becomes a re-
minder of Leonard's precarious social position 
and his attempts to maintain dignity despite 
economic hardship. It symbolises the barri-
ers that separate social classes and the mis-
understandings that often arise between peo-
ple from different backgrounds. Through this 
seemingly ordinary object, Forster highlights 
the social inequalities that shape everyday life 
in Edwardian England.

5.2.4.6 Analysis

Howards End is widely regarded as one of E. 
M. Forster's finest achievements and one of 
the most significant English novels of the ear-
ly twentieth century. The novel combines so-
cial criticism, psychological insight, and mor-
al reflection to examine the challenges facing 
modern society. Through the interactions of 
the Schlegels, the Wilcoxes, and Leonard 

Bast, Forster explores conflicts between cul-
ture and commerce, idealism and practicality, 
privilege and poverty. Rather than present-
ing these oppositions in simplistic terms, he 
demonstrates that each perspective possesses 
both strengths and limitations. The novel’s 
enduring appeal lies in its ability to address 
complex social issues while remaining deeply 
concerned with individual human experienc-
es. Forster's balanced treatment of his char-
acters prevents the narrative from becoming 
merely a social critique and transforms it into 
a thoughtful exploration of human values.

One of the novel’s greatest strengths is its em-
phasis on human relationships as the founda-
tion of a meaningful life. Through Margaret 
Schlegel, Forster advances the belief that un-
derstanding, sympathy, and communication 
can bridge social and cultural divisions. The 
famous motto “Only connect” serves as the 
ethical centre of the novel and expresses For-
ster's conviction that people must overcome 
isolation and prejudice in order to achieve 
genuine fulfilment. Margaret's attempts to 
reconcile conflicting viewpoints and maintain 
compassion even in difficult circumstances 
demonstrate the novel's humanistic vision. At 
the same time, Forster acknowledges the ob-
stacles that prevent successful connection, in-
cluding class prejudice, economic inequality, 
and personal selfishness. The novel therefore 
presents human connection as both a moral 
ideal and a difficult achievement.

The character of Leonard Bast provides one 
of the most powerful social critiques in the 
novel. Leonard's desire for education, culture, 
and self improvement reflects the aspirations 
of many individuals excluded from privilege 
and opportunity. Despite his intelligence and 
determination, he remains vulnerable to eco-
nomic insecurity and social disadvantage. His 
tragic fate exposes the limitations of a soci-
ety that claims to value culture and progress 
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while denying many people the resources nec-
essary to improve their lives. Through Leon-
ard, Forster reveals the inequalities that exist 
beneath the surface of Edwardian prosperity 
and questions the fairness of a social system 
that rewards wealth more readily than merit 
or character.

From a modern perspective, Howards End 
continues to be admired for its exploration 
of themes that remain relevant today, includ-
ing social inequality, cultural identity, gender 
roles, and the search for meaningful human re-

lationships. The symbolic importance of How-
ards End itself reinforces the novel's concern 
with continuity, inheritance, and the preserva-
tion of humane values in a rapidly changing 
world. While the novel recognises the inevita-
bility of social and economic change, it argues 
that progress should not come at the expense 
of compassion, understanding, and cultural 
richness. Through its memorable characters, 
symbolic depth, and humanistic philosophy, 
Howards End remains a landmark of English 
fiction and a profound reflection on the possi-
bilities and limitations of human connection.

	f James Joyce was one of the most influential writers of literary Modernism.
	f A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man traces the intellectual and artistic  
development of Stephen Dedalus.

	f The novel is partly based on Joyce's own life experiences.
	f Stephen struggles against the influences of family, religion, and nationalism.
	f Artistic freedom is one of the central concerns of Joyce's novel.
	f Joyce employs innovative techniques such as stream of consciousness and epiph-
any.

	f Symbols such as birds, flight, water, and nets play important roles in the novel.
	f E. M. Forster was an important English novelist and humanist.
	f Howards End explores relationships between different social classes in  
Edwardian England.

	f Margaret Schlegel serves as the moral centre of Howards End.
	f Leonard Bast represents the struggles of the lower middle class.
	f The phrase "Only connect" expresses the central message of Forster's novel.
	f Howards End symbolises continuity, cultural inheritance, and human values.
	f The novel examines the tensions between culture and materialism.
	f Both novels explore the individual's search for meaning in a changing society.

Recap
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1.	 Who is the author of A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man?
2.	 What is the name of the protagonist in A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man?
3.	 Which literary movement is closely associated with James Joyce?
4.	 What does the term Bildungsroman mean?
5.	 What symbol in Joyce's novel represents freedom and artistic aspiration?
6.	 Who is the author of Howards End?
7.	 In which year was Howards End published?
8.	 Who are the two Schlegel sisters in Howards End?
9.	 What is Forster's famous motto in Howards End?
10.	Which character represents the lower middle class in Howards End?
11.	What does Howards End symbolise in the novel?
12.	Which narrative technique is prominently associated with Joyce's fiction?
13.	What theme connects both prescribed novels?
14.	Who becomes the owner of Howards End at the end of the novel?
15.	Which century witnessed the rise of literary Modernism?

Objective Questions

1.	 James Joyce.
2.	 Stephen Dedalus.
3.	 Modernism.
4.	 A novel of growth and development.
5.	 Birds and flight.
6.	 E. M. Forster.
7.	 1910.	
8.	 Margaret Schlegel and Helen Schlegel.
9.	 "Only connect."
10.	Leonard Bast.
11.	Continuity, connection, and cultural inheritance.
12.	Stream of consciousness.
13.	The search for identity and meaningful human relationships.

Answers
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14.	Margaret Schlegel.
15.	The twentieth century.

1.	 Discuss James Joyce as a major modernist novelist with reference to A Portrait of 
the Artist as a Young Man.

2.	 Analyse Stephen Dedalus's quest for artistic freedom in A Portrait of the Artist as 
a Young Man.

3.	 Examine the significance of class division and social inequality in Howards End.
4.	 Compare the themes of identity and self discovery in A Portrait of the Artist as a 

Young Man and Howards End.
5.	 Prepare a seminar presentation on Forster's concept of human connection as ex-

pressed through the motto "Only connect."

Assignments

1.	 Attridge, Derek. The Cambridge Companion to James Joyce. Cambridge  
University Press.

2.	 Ellmann, Richard. James Joyce. Oxford University Press.
3.	 Kenner, Hugh. Dublin's Joyce. Indiana University Press.
4.	 Trilling, Lionel. E. M. Forster. New Directions.
5.	 Bradbury, Malcolm. The Modern British Novel. Penguin Books.
6.	 Page, Norman. E. M. Forster. Macmillan.
7.	 Childs, Peter. Modernism. Routledge.
8.	 Stevenson, Randall. Modernist Fiction. Harvester Wheatsheaf.

Suggested Reading
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 “The Adventure of the Dancing Men”- 
Arthur Conan Doyle

 “The Odour of  
Chrysanthemums”- D. H. Lawrence

Unit
1

Upon the completion of this unit, the learner will be able to:

	f understand the evolution of the modern English short story through the works of 
Arthur Conan Doyle and D. H. Lawrence

	f explain the plot, characterisation, themes, and narrative techniques employed in 
the prescribed short stories

	f analyse the use of detective fiction, psychological realism, and symbolism in 
modern short fiction

	f evaluate the social, moral, and philosophical issues presented in the selected sto-
ries

	f relate the prescribed short stories to the broader development of twentieth century 
English literature

The short story is one of the most popular and influential forms of modern literature. Al-
though shorter than the novel, it is capable of presenting complex characters, significant 
social issues, and profound human experiences within a limited narrative space. A study of 
the short story helps learners appreciate how writers achieve artistic unity through economy 
of language, carefully structured plots, and symbolic details.

The early twentieth century witnessed remarkable developments in English short fiction. 
Writers experimented with new themes, narrative techniques, and psychological explora-
tion while responding to the changing realities of modern society. Detective fiction gained 
immense popularity through Arthur Conan Doyle, while psychological realism reached 
new heights in the works of D. H. Lawrence. These writers expanded the possibilities of 
the short story by combining engaging narratives with deeper insights into human nature.

Before studying this unit, learners should be familiar with the basic elements of fiction such 
as plot, setting, characterisation, point of view, theme, symbolism, and narrative technique. 
An awareness of the social conditions of early twentieth century Britain, particularly in-
dustrialisation and the emergence of modernism, will help learners appreciate the literary 
significance of the prescribed stories.

Learning Outcomes

Prerequisites
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Detective Fiction, Psychological Realism, Sherlock Holmes, Symbolism, Industrialisation, 
Modern Short Story

Keywords

Discussion
6.1.1 Arthur Conan Doyle

6.1.1.1 Life and Works

Arthur Conan Doyle (1859–1930) was a 
Scottish novelist, short story writer, physi-
cian, and creator of one of the most famous 
fictional detectives in world literature, Sher-
lock Holmes. Born in Edinburgh, Doyle stud-
ied medicine at the University of Edinburgh, 
where he came under the influence of Dr Jo-
seph Bell, whose remarkable powers of obser-
vation later inspired the character of Sherlock 
Holmes. Although he initially practised med-
icine, Doyle soon devoted himself to writing 
and achieved international fame through his 
detective fiction. His literary career extended 
beyond detective stories to include historical 
novels, science fiction, adventure narratives, 
war writings, and spiritualist works. Among 
his major works are A Study in Scarlet (1887), 
The Sign of Four (1890), The Hound of the 
Baskervilles (1902), The Lost World (1912), 
and numerous collections of Sherlock Holmes 
stories. Doyle's ability to combine suspense, 
logical reasoning, vivid characterisation, and 
engaging storytelling made him one of the 
most widely read authors of his age. His in-
fluence on popular fiction remains immense, 
and the Sherlock Holmes stories continue to 
be adapted into films, television series, radio 
dramas, and stage productions.

6.1.1.2 Doyle and Detective Fiction

Arthur Conan Doyle played an important role 
in shaping modern detective fiction. Although 
earlier writers such as Edgar Allan Poe had 
introduced detective characters, Doyle refined 
the genre by creating Sherlock Holmes, a de-
tective whose investigations relied on obser-
vation, deduction, scientific reasoning, and 
logical analysis rather than chance. Holmes 
became the model for countless fictional de-
tectives who followed. Doyle established 
many conventions of detective fiction, includ-
ing the brilliant detective, the loyal companion 
narrator, the mysterious crime, the collection 
of clues, the gradual revelation of evidence, 
and the final explanation of the mystery. Dr 
Watson's role as narrator allows readers to ex-
perience surprise and suspense while Holmes 
works through the puzzle. Doyle's stories 
demonstrate the triumph of reason over confu-
sion and disorder, reflecting Victorian faith in 
science and rationality. The Sherlock Holmes 
stories transformed detective fiction from a 
minor literary form into one of the most popu-
lar genres in modern literature and continue to 
influence crime writing throughout the world.

6.1.2 “The Adventure of the Dancing 
Men”

6.1.2.1 Introduction to the Story

“The Adventure of the Dancing Men” is one 
of the most celebrated Sherlock Holmes sto-
ries and was first published in 1903 as part 

Section 1

 “The Adventure of the Dancing Men” - Arthur Conan Doyle 
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of The Return of Sherlock Holmes. The story 
combines mystery, suspense, cryptography, 
and psychological drama. It centres on a series 
of strange drawings resembling dancing stick 
figures that begin appearing around Ridling 
Thorpe Manor, the home of Hilton Cubitt and 
his wife Elsie. While the figures initially seem 
childish and meaningless, Holmes gradually 
discovers that they form a secret code car-
rying messages from a dangerous individual 
connected to Elsie's hidden past. The story is 
an example of Holmes's remarkable skill in 
deciphering coded messages and solving mys-
teries through logic and observation. The story 
goes beyond a simple detective puzzle and ex-
plores themes of secrecy, guilt, loyalty, love, 
and the consequences of past actions. Doyle 
creates an atmosphere of growing tension as 
the mysterious messages become increasing-
ly threatening. The narrative moves from cu-
riosity and intrigue to tragedy and violence, 
ultimately revealing a conflict between a re-
spectable English family and a criminal world 
from America. Through Holmes's successful 
decoding of the cipher, the story illustrates the 
power of intelligence and reason in uncover-
ing hidden truths.

6.1.2.2 Background and Context

“The Adventure of the Dancing Men” was 
written during a period when detective fiction 
was becoming increasingly popular among 
readers. Advances in communication, foren-
sic science, and criminal investigation fasci-
nated the Victorian public, and Doyle incor-
porated these interests into his stories. The use 
of coded messages reflects contemporary fas-
cination with cryptography and secret com-
munication. Holmes's method of deciphering 
the dancing figures resembles real techniques 

used by code breakers who analyse letter fre-
quencies and patterns in language. The story 
therefore highlights the growing importance 
of scientific reasoning in crime detection.

The story also reflects social anxieties of the 
late Victorian and Edwardian periods. Elsie 
Cubitt's secret American past represents fears 
about hidden identities and criminal influenc-
es entering respectable society. The contrast 
between the peaceful Norfolk countryside and 
the violent criminal underworld of Chicago 
creates a strong dramatic tension. Doyle pres-
ents England as a place of order and stability, 
while the criminal world represented by Abe 
Slaney threatens that stability. At the same 
time, the story reveals how the past can con-
tinue to affect the present, showing that indi-
viduals cannot easily escape former relation-
ships and experiences.

6.1.2.3 Summary

The story begins in Baker Street, where Sher-
lock Holmes has been seated for some hours 
in silence, his long, thin back curved over a 
chemical vessel in which he is brewing a par-
ticularly malodorous product. His head is sunk 
upon his breast, and from Dr Watson’s point 
of view, he looks like a strange, lank bird, 
with dull grey plumage and a black top-knot. 
Holmes suddenly breaks the silence by asking 
Watson about his investment plans, demon-
strating his remarkable deductive powers by 
observing the chalk marks on Watson's fingers 
from billiards and connecting them to Thur-
ston's South African investment opportunity. 
This opening serves to establish Holmes's ex-
traordinary abilities and the rational, scientific 
method that will be employed throughout the 
investigation.
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Fig. 6.1.1 The Adventure of the Dancing Men

Shortly afterwards, Hilton Cubitt, a Norfolk 
landowner, visits Holmes with a strange prob-
lem. He is described as a tall, ruddy, clean 
shaven gentleman with clear eyes and florid 
cheeks, suggesting a life lived far from the 
fogs of Baker Street. He seems to bring with 
him a whiff of strong, fresh, bracing East 
Coast air. Cubitt explains that his wife El-
sie has become deeply disturbed by a series 
of mysterious drawings resembling dancing 
stick figures that have appeared on windows, 
doors, and other places around their estate. 
Although the figures appear childish, Elsie re-
acts to them with fear and anxiety. She refus-
es to explain their meaning, and Cubitt seeks 
Holmes's assistance.

Cubitt narrates his personal history, beginning 
with his marriage the previous year. He had 
met Elsie Patrick, an American young lady, at 
a boarding house in Russell Square during the 
Jubilee celebrations. Despite knowing nothing 
of her past or her people, he fell deeply in love 

and married her quietly at a registry office. El-
sie had warned him that she had painful mem-
ories and wished to leave her past behind. 
Cubitt accepted her conditions and promised 
never to force her confidence. About a month 
before the events of the story, Elsie received a 
letter from America. She turned pale, read it, 
and immediately threw it into the fire. From 
that day onward, she lived in constant fear 
and anxiety. About a week later, Cubitt found 
a number of strange dancing figures drawn in 
chalk on a window sill. Thinking it a prank, 
he erased them. However, when he informed 
Elsie, she became deeply alarmed and asked 
him to show her any future messages. Soon 
another message appeared on a paper placed 
upon the sundial in the garden. When Elsie 
saw it, she fainted immediately.

Holmes examined the drawings and rec-
ognised that they might represent a coded 
language. However, there was not enough 
information to solve the mystery. He advised 
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Cubitt to return home, make accurate copies of 
every new message, and observe any strang-
ers in the neighbourhood. Holmes promised to 
assist further if new developments occurred. 
A fortnight later, Cubitt returned with several 
additional messages and important new infor-
mation. He reported that he had seen a mys-

terious figure creeping around the grounds 
at night and drawing the symbols on the tool 
house door. When he attempted to pursue 
the intruder, Elsie desperately prevented him 
from doing so. The stranger escaped, leaving 
yet another coded message behind.

Fig. 6.1.2 Dancing Men Symbols

Holmes carefully analysed the messages us-
ing frequency analysis. He identified the most 
commonly repeated symbol as the letter “E” 
and gradually worked out additional letters. 
Eventually he decoded messages containing 
the name “ELSIE” and discovered that they 
came from a man named Abe Slaney. Further 
investigation revealed that Abe Slaney was 
a notorious criminal from Chicago. Holmes 
realised that the messages were becoming 
increasingly threatening and feared that vio-
lence was imminent.

Before Holmes could intervene, tragedy 
struck. Holmes and Watson travelled to Nor-
folk only to learn that Hilton Cubitt had been 

killed and Elsie seriously wounded. Initial ev-
idence suggested that Elsie had shot her hus-
band and then herself. Holmes refused to ac-
cept this explanation and immediately began a 
detailed investigation. Holmes discovered ev-
idence of a third shot fired through the study 
window. He found footprints in the flower bed 
outside and recovered a cartridge case. These 
clues convinced him that a third person had 
been present during the shooting. He carefully 
reconstructed the events and concluded that 
the mysterious visitor was Abe Slaney.

Using the dancing men code, Holmes sent a 
message to Abe Slaney, making him believe 
that Elsie wished to meet him. Slaney arrived 
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at the manor and was immediately arrested. 
During questioning, he confessed everything. 
He revealed that Elsie had once lived among 
a criminal gang in Chicago led by her father. 
Although she had been engaged to Slaney, 
she rejected the criminal life and escaped 
to England. Slaney followed her to England 
and tried repeatedly to persuade her to return 
with him. When she refused, he began send-
ing threatening messages through the dancing 
men code. On the night of the tragedy, Elsie 
met him at the study window in an attempt 
to persuade him to leave. Hilton Cubitt un-
expectedly confronted him. Both men fired 
their revolvers. Cubitt was killed, Elsie was 
wounded, and Slaney escaped. Abe Slaney 
was convicted and sentenced for his crimes. 
Elsie eventually recovered from her injuries 
and devoted the rest of her life to charitable 
work and the management of her late hus-
band's estate. Holmes successfully solved the 
mystery and ensured that justice was served.

6.1.2.4 Major Characters

Sherlock Holmes

Sherlock Holmes is the brilliant detective 
whose powers of observation, logical reason-
ing, and code breaking enable him to solve 
the mystery. He represents intelligence, sci-
entific thinking, and the triumph of reason. In 
this story Holmes appears both as an inves-
tigator and as a cryptographer. His ability to 
recognise patterns in apparently meaningless 
symbols allows him to uncover the truth be-
hind the dancing men messages. Holmes re-
lies on evidence rather than assumptions and 
patiently gathers information before reaching 
conclusions. His success demonstrates the im-
portance of rational thought and careful anal-
ysis. Although Holmes is often detached and 
analytical, he is deeply disturbed by the trage-
dy at Ridling Thorpe Manor because he feels 
that he arrived too late to prevent it.

Dr Watson

Dr Watson is Holmes's loyal friend, com-
panion, and narrator. Through Watson's eyes 
readers witness the unfolding mystery and 
appreciate Holmes's extraordinary abilities. 
Watson often represents the perspective of 
the ordinary reader because he is unable to 
solve the mystery before Holmes explains it. 
His narration creates suspense by limiting the 
information available to readers. Watson also 
provides warmth and humanity to the story. 
His admiration for Holmes and sympathy for 
the victims contribute to the emotional depth 
of the narrative.

Hilton Cubitt

Hilton Cubitt is a respected Norfolk landown-
er and the owner of Ridling Thorpe Manor. 
He is presented as a man of honour, integri-
ty, and traditional values. Cubitt deeply loves 
and trusts his wife despite knowing very little 
about her past. He faithfully keeps his promise 
not to question her about her earlier life, even 
when mysterious events begin to threaten his 
happiness. His courage, honesty, and loyalty 
make him one of the most sympathetic char-
acters in the story. Cubitt’s tragic death high-
lights the destructive consequences of secrets 
and misunderstandings.

Elsie Cubitt (Elsie Patrick)

Elsie Cubitt is Hilton Cubitt's American wife. 
She carries a troubled past connected with 
criminal elements in Chicago. Although she 
hides her history, she is not a criminal herself. 
Instead, she is a victim of circumstances who 
attempts to escape a dangerous environment 
and build a new life in England. Elsie is de-
voted to her husband and repeatedly tries to 
protect him from danger. Her fear, silence, 
and suffering create much of the emotional 
tension in the story. Doyle portrays her as a 
courageous and tragic figure whose past con-

SG
O

U



220 SGOU - SLM - BA English (Honours) - English Literature from 1900 to 1945

tinues to haunt her despite her efforts to leave 
it behind.

Abe Slaney

Abe Slaney is the antagonist of the story. He 
is a dangerous criminal from Chicago who 
refuses to accept Elsie's rejection of him. His 
obsession drives the events of the narrative 
and eventually leads to tragedy. Although 
Slaney claims to love Elsie, his actions reveal 
possessiveness and selfishness. He follows 
her to England, threatens her through cod-
ed messages, and disrupts her peaceful life. 
Nevertheless, Doyle presents him as a com-
plex character rather than a simple villain. His 
confession reveals genuine feelings for Elsie, 
making him a morally complicated figure.

Inspector Martin

Inspector Martin is a police officer from the 
Norfolk Constabulary. He assists Holmes 
during the investigation and quickly recog-
nises the detective's superior abilities. Unlike 
some police officers in other Sherlock Holmes 
stories, Martin is cooperative and willing to 
learn from Holmes. He represents official law 
enforcement and works with Holmes to en-
sure that justice is served.

6.1.2.5 Themes

“The Adventure of the Dancing Men” primar-
ily celebrates the power of reason and logical 
thinking. Sherlock Holmes solves the mystery 
not through chance but through careful obser-
vation, logical deduction, and scientific analy-
sis. His ability to decipher the coded dancing 
figures demonstrates that intelligence and me-
thodical investigation can uncover truths hid-
den beneath mystery and confusion. Closely 
connected with this is the theme of secrets and 
the influence of the past. Elsie Cubitt tries to 
leave behind her former life in Chicago and 
begin a peaceful new life in England, but her 

past eventually catches up with her through 
Abe Slaney and the coded messages. Doyle 
suggests that unresolved actions and hidden 
secrets cannot remain concealed forever and 
must eventually be confronted.

Love, loyalty, crime, and justice are also cen-
tral to the story. Hilton Cubitt's unwavering 
trust in his wife reflects genuine love based on 
faith and respect, even when he cannot under-
stand her behaviour. In contrast, Abe Slaney's 
claim of love for Elsie is driven by obsession 
and possessiveness, ultimately leading to trag-
edy. The conflict between Holmes and Slaney 
symbolises the struggle between law and 
crime, reason and violence. Although the sto-
ry ends with personal loss, justice ultimately 
prevails through Holmes's investigation and 
the arrest of the criminal. Doyle reinforces 
the belief that crime may remain hidden for 
a time, but it cannot escape the reach of truth 
and justice.

Another important theme is the contrast be-
tween appearance and reality and the role of 
communication. The dancing figures appear 
to be harmless drawings, yet they conceal 
threatening messages that only Elsie under-
stands. Her silence and inability to reveal the 
truth to her husband create misunderstanding 
and contribute to the tragic outcome. Holmes 
alone recognises that appearances can be de-
ceptive and patiently uncovers the hidden 
meaning behind the coded symbols. Through 
these themes, Doyle demonstrates that effec-
tive communication, honesty, and rational 
thinking are essential for overcoming fear, de-
ception, and misunderstanding.

6.1.2.6 Detective Method and Narrative 
Technique

Detective Method

Doyle presents Holmes as a scientific inves-
tigator who follows a systematic method. 
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First, Holmes collects evidence by studying 
the dancing men symbols and gathering cop-
ies of all the messages. He understands that 
accurate information is essential before any 
conclusions can be reached. Next, Holmes 
analyses the patterns in the symbols. He iden-
tifies repeated figures and compares them 
with common letter frequencies in English. 
This process enables him to assign letters to 
individual symbols and gradually decode the 
messages. Holmes also uses external sources 
of information. His communication with the 
New York Police Bureau allows him to learn 
about Abe Slaney's criminal background. This 
demonstrates the importance of research and 
collaboration in criminal investigation. Fi-
nally, Holmes reconstructs the events of the 
crime through physical evidence. The bullet 
hole, footprints, and cartridge case help him 
determine exactly what happened on the night 
of the shooting. His success illustrates the val-
ue of observation, reasoning, and evidence 
based investigation.

Narrative Technique

The story is narrated by Dr Watson in the first 
person. This narrative technique creates sus-
pense because readers learn information grad-
ually and share Watson's limited understand-
ing of events. Holmes's deductions therefore 
appear more dramatic and impressive. Doyle 
carefully controls the release of information 
throughout the story. New messages appear 
at regular intervals, creating anticipation and 
increasing tension. Each clue adds another 
layer to the mystery while raising new ques-
tions. The use of cryptography is another im-
portant narrative device. The coded messag-
es function both as clues and as symbols of 
danger. Their mysterious appearance captures 
the reader's attention and drives the plot for-
ward. The story also employs dramatic irony, 
suspense, delayed revelation, and a climactic 
resolution. Holmes often understands more 

than Watson or the reader, but he withholds 
explanations until the appropriate moment. 
This technique maintains interest and ensures 
a satisfying conclusion when the mystery is 
finally solved.

6.1.2.7 Analysis

“The Adventure of the Dancing Men” is re-
garded as one of Doyle’s greatest Sherlock 
Holmes stories because it combines an in-
tellectually satisfying mystery with genuine 
emotional depth. At its centre is the puzzle of 
the coded dancing figures, which challenges 
both Holmes and the reader to discover their 
hidden meaning. Unlike many detective sto-
ries that depend mainly on physical evidence, 
this narrative revolves around cryptography 
and logical interpretation. Holmes's ability 
to decode the mysterious symbols through 
careful observation and systematic reasoning 
highlights the importance of intelligence, pa-
tience, and scientific thinking. Doyle demon-
strates that even the most puzzling mysteries 
can be solved through logic rather than guess-
work or coincidence.

Another notable feature of the story is Doyle's 
masterful use of suspense. Each new set of 
dancing figures increases the sense of danger, 
while their seemingly harmless appearance 
contrasts sharply with the serious threat they 
conceal. As the messages continue to appear, 
readers become increasingly aware that an 
unseen force is approaching the Cubitt fami-
ly. The gradual revelation of the code creates 
steady tension and keeps the mystery engag-
ing until the final stages of the investigation. 
Doyle carefully controls the flow of infor-
mation, allowing suspense to build naturally 
while encouraging readers to solve the mys-
tery alongside Holmes.

The story is also distinguished by its rich 
characterisation and emotional complexity. 
Hilton Cubitt is portrayed as an honest, gener-
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ous, and trusting husband whose unwavering 
faith in Elsie makes his tragic death especially 
moving. Elsie herself is presented with sym-
pathy as a woman struggling to escape a trou-
bled past rather than as a conventional vic-
tim or wrongdoer. Even Abe Slaney, though 
a criminal, is not shown as entirely evil. His 
attachment to Elsie appears sincere, although 
it is expressed through possessiveness and vi-
olence. By presenting characters with human 
strengths and weaknesses, Doyle moves be-
yond a simple conflict between good and evil 
and creates a story that is emotionally as well 
as intellectually satisfying.

From a broader perspective, “The Adventure 
of the Dancing Men” explores themes that ex-

tend beyond the detective genre. It examines 
the lasting influence of the past, the dangers 
of secrecy, the importance of communication, 
and the triumph of justice through rational 
investigation. Elsie's attempt to begin a new 
life is ultimately overshadowed by unresolved 
events from her past, suggesting that hidden 
truths eventually come to light. At the same 
time, Holmes represents the Victorian belief 
in science, logic, and the power of reason 
to restore order. Through its combination of 
mystery, suspense, psychological insight, and 
thematic richness, the story remains one of 
the finest examples of classic detective fiction 
and continues to captivate readers around the 
world.

Section 2

 “The Odour of Chrysanthemums” - D. H. Lawrence 

Discussion
6.2.1 D. H. Lawrence

6.2.1.1 Life and Works

David Herbert Lawrence (1885–1930), popu-
larly known as D. H. Lawrence, was one of 
the most influential English novelists, short 
story writers, poets, essayists, and literary 
critics of the twentieth century. He was born 
on 11 September 1885 in Eastwood, Notting-
hamshire, an industrial mining village that 
profoundly influenced his literary imagina-
tion. His father, Arthur John Lawrence, was a 
coal miner, while his mother, Lydia Beardsall 
Lawrence, was a former school teacher. The 
contrast between his father's working class 
background and his mother's middle class as-
pirations shaped Lawrence's understanding of 
family relationships, class conflict, and indus-
trial society. He developed a close emotion-
al bond with his mother during childhood, 

and this relationship later became a recurring 
theme in his fiction.

Lawrence studied at Nottingham University 
College before working as a school teacher. 
During this period he began writing poetry 
and short stories. His literary talent was rec-
ognised by Ford Madox Hueffer, later known 
as Ford Madox Ford, editor of the English Re-
view, who published many of Lawrence's ear-
ly works, including the first version of “The 
Odour of Chrysanthemums” in 1911. Tuber-
culosis forced Lawrence to give up teaching, 
allowing him to devote himself entirely to 
literature. His first novel, The White Peacock 
(1911), was followed by Sons and Lovers 
(1913), which established his reputation as a 
major novelist. Later works such as The Rain-
bow (1915), Women in Love (1920), Aaron's 
Rod (1922), Kangaroo (1923), The Plumed 
Serpent (1926), and Lady Chatterley's Lover 
(1928) explored human relationships, sexual-
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ity, industrial civilisation, and the search for 
personal freedom. He also produced outstand-
ing collections of short stories including The 
Prussian Officer and Other Stories, in which 
the revised version of “The Odour of Chry-
santhemums” appeared. Lawrence travelled 
widely through Europe, Australia, Mexico, 
and the United States, believing that modern 
industrial civilisation had alienated human be-
ings from nature and from their true selves. 
He died of tuberculosis in France in 1930 at 
the age of forty four, leaving behind a rich and 
diverse body of literature that continues to in-
fluence modern writing.

6.2.1.2 Lawrence and Modern Short Fiction

D. H. Lawrence occupies a unique position in 
the development of modern short fiction. Un-
like Victorian writers who often concentrated 
on external events and moral lessons, Law-
rence focused on the inner emotional lives of 
ordinary people. His stories explore psycho-
logical conflict, loneliness, marriage, fami-
ly relationships, sexuality, and the struggle 
between instinct and social convention. He 
believed that modern civilisation had weak-
ened genuine human relationships by placing 
excessive importance on industrial progress, 
material success, and social respectability.

Lawrence's short stories are characterised by 
realistic settings, psychological depth, sym-
bolic imagery, and close observation of every-
day life. Many of them are set in the mining 
communities of Nottinghamshire, where he 
grew up, allowing him to portray the hard-
ships of industrial workers with remarkable 
authenticity. Instead of presenting heroes and 
villains, Lawrence creates complex characters 
whose emotions, fears, and misunderstand-
ings reflect the realities of modern existence. 
Stories such as “The Odour of Chrysanthe-
mums,” “The Prussian Officer,” “The Horse 
Dealer's Daughter,” and “The Rocking Horse 

Winner” examine the hidden tensions within 
families and reveal how ordinary experiences 
can produce profound emotional discoveries.

One of Lawrence's greatest contributions to 
modern short fiction is his exploration of psy-
chological awakening. His stories often end 
not with dramatic action but with moments of 
self realisation in which characters suddenly 
recognise uncomfortable truths about them-
selves and their relationships. This emphasis 
on inner experience rather than external action 
became a defining feature of modern fiction. 
Lawrence also uses symbolism drawn from 
nature, colours, flowers, seasons, and land-
scapes to express emotions that characters 
cannot communicate directly. His combina-
tion of realism, symbolism, and psychological 
insight established him as one of the foremost 
practitioners of the modern short story and in-
fluenced later writers across the world.

6.2.2  “The Odour of Chrysanthe-
mums”

6.2.2.1 Introduction to the Story

“The Odour of Chrysanthemums” is one of D. 
H. Lawrence's earliest and most admired short 
stories. Written in 1909 and first published 
in 1911, it was later extensively revised and 
included in The Prussian Officer and Other 
Stories in 1914. The story is set in a mining 
village in Nottinghamshire and portrays a 
single evening in the life of Elizabeth Bates, 
the wife of a coal miner who fails to return 
home after work. As Elizabeth waits anxious-
ly for her husband, she assumes that he has 
once again gone to the public house instead 
of coming home to his family. However, the 
story gradually develops into a moving explo-
ration of marriage, misunderstanding, death, 
and human isolation.

Although the story appears simple on the sur-
face, it examines profound psychological and 
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philosophical questions. Lawrence explores 
the emotional distance that can exist even 
between husband and wife and demonstrates 
how genuine understanding often comes too 
late. The discovery of Walter Bates's dead 
body transforms Elizabeth's understanding 
of her marriage and forces her to confront 
painful truths about herself and her relation-
ship with her husband. Rather than presenting 
death merely as a tragic event, Lawrence uses 
it as a moment of spiritual revelation. The sto-
ry therefore combines realism with symbol-
ism, making it one of the finest examples of 
modern psychological fiction.

6.2.2.2 Background and Context

“The Odour of Chrysanthemums” is closely 
connected with Lawrence's own childhood 
experiences in the mining villages of Notting-
hamshire. His father worked as a coal miner, 
while his mother longed for a more cultured 
and comfortable life. This conflict between 
industrial labour and middle class aspirations 
forms the emotional background of many of 
Lawrence's works, especially Sons and Lov-

ers. The story vividly portrays the harsh real-
ities of mining life, where dangerous working 
conditions, poverty, alcoholism, and family 
tensions were common features of everyday 
existence.

The story also reflects the social changes tak-
ing place in early twentieth century England. 
Rapid industrialisation had transformed 
peaceful rural landscapes into mining settle-
ments dominated by factories, railways, and 
coal pits. Lawrence contrasts this mechan-
ical industrial world with the beauty of na-
ture represented by the chrysanthemums. The 
flowers become symbols of memory, beauty, 
disappointment, and mortality throughout the 
narrative. At the same time, the story reflects 
modernist concerns with psychological truth 
rather than conventional plot. Instead of fo-
cusing on dramatic action, Lawrence explores 
the emotional and mental transformation of 
Elizabeth Bates as she moves from anger and 
resentment to self knowledge and acceptance. 
The result is a deeply realistic portrayal of or-
dinary life enriched by symbolic meaning and 
philosophical reflection.

Fig. 6.1.3 The Odour of Chrysanthemums
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6.2.2.3 Summary

The story opens with a vivid description of an 
industrial mining village in Nottinghamshire 
on an autumn evening. A small locomotive 
engine moves noisily through the countryside, 
disturbing the peace of nature as it approach-
es Brinsley Colliery. The smoke, flames, coal 
heaps, and winding engine dominate the land-
scape, presenting a harsh industrial world that 
has replaced the natural beauty of the country-
side. Against this bleak background stands a 
small cottage surrounded by chrysanthemums, 
introducing one of the central symbols of the 
story. Lawrence immediately establishes the 
conflict between nature and industrial civili-
sation, a conflict that continues throughout the 
narrative.

Elizabeth Bates, the wife of a coal miner, is 
introduced as a tall, dignified woman with 
an orderly nature and a strong sense of dis-
cipline. She lives with her two young chil-
dren, John and Annie, and is expecting an-
other child. As the miners return from work, 
she notices that her husband, Walter Bates, is 
missing. Although she initially worries about 
his absence, she soon convinces herself that 
he has once again gone to the public house to 
spend his wages on drink. Her disappointment 
is mixed with anger because Walter's drinking 
has become a regular source of unhappiness 
in their married life. Elizabeth continues her 
household duties while trying to hide her anx-
iety from the children.

While preparing tea, Elizabeth notices the 
chrysanthemums growing in the garden. The 
flowers awaken memories of important mo-
ments in her married life. She remembers car-
rying chrysanthemums on her wedding day 
and recalls that they were also present when 
Annie was born. At the same time, they re-
mind her of painful experiences, including 
the first occasion when Walter returned home 

drunk wearing chrysanthemums in his button-
hole. The flowers therefore become symbols 
of both happiness and disappointment. Annie 
innocently enjoys their fragrance, but Eliza-
beth associates them with bitterness and emo-
tional suffering. This contrast reveals how the 
same object can hold different meanings for 
different people.

As darkness falls, Walter still does not return. 
Elizabeth becomes increasingly irritated and 
complains about his irresponsible behaviour. 
She imagines him drinking with his friends 
instead of caring for his family. Neverthe-
less, beneath her anger lies genuine anxiety. 
After putting the children to bed, she decides 
to search for him. She walks through the dark 
mining village, passing the brightly lit public 
house where she assumes Walter is spending 
the evening. Too proud to enter the pub her-
self, she instead visits the home of another 
miner, Jack Rigley, hoping to learn whether 
anyone has seen her husband.

Jack Rigley explains that he last saw Walter 
working underground and expected him to 
come out safely with the other miners. This 
information causes Elizabeth to fear that 
something serious may have happened. When 
she returns home, her anxiety grows stronger. 
Later that night, Walter's mother arrives with 
disturbing news that an accident has occurred 
at the colliery. Neither woman knows wheth-
er Walter is alive or dead. Elizabeth begins 
thinking about the practical difficulties she 
may face if her husband has been seriously 
injured or killed. Her thoughts reveal both her 
emotional confusion and the harsh realities 
faced by working class families dependent on 
dangerous industrial employment.

Soon afterwards, a miner arrives to announce 
that Walter has died in the mine. A collapse 
of coal trapped him in an airless passage 
where he suffocated before help could reach 
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him. Several miners carry his body into the 
house and place it in the parlour. During the 
confusion, one of the vases containing chry-
santhemums is accidentally knocked over, 
scattering flowers across the room. The scent 
of the chrysanthemums now becomes closely 
associated with death, reinforcing the sym-
bolic importance of the flowers throughout 
the story. Elizabeth quietly prepares the room 
while the men explain the circumstances of 
the accident.

After the visitors leave, Elizabeth and her 
mother in law begin washing and preparing 
Walter's body for burial. For the first time 
Elizabeth observes her husband without anger, 
resentment, or misunderstanding. In death, 
Walter appears calm, peaceful, and strangely 
distant. She realises that throughout their mar-
riage she had never truly understood him as 
an individual. She had been trying to change 
him instead of accepting him for the person he 
really was. Standing beside his lifeless body, 
she recognises the emotional distance that had 
always existed between them despite their 
years of marriage.

The final section of the story focuses on Eliza-
beth's profound psychological transformation. 
She understands that husband and wife had re-
mained strangers to one another because each 
had lived within separate emotional worlds. 
She feels ashamed that she had judged Wal-
ter without understanding his inner life and 
recognises that neither love nor marriage had 
truly united them. Death reveals the complete 
individuality of every human being and the 
impossibility of fully possessing another per-
son. This painful moment of self knowledge 
becomes the central insight of the story. Law-
rence suggests that genuine understanding 
often comes only after it is too late to repair 
broken relationships. Elizabeth accepts the re-
ality of her loss and prepares to continue her 
life, carrying with her a deeper awareness of 

human isolation, responsibility, and the mys-
tery of personal identity.

6.2.2.4 Major Characters

Elizabeth Bates

Elizabeth Bates is the central character of 
the story and the wife of Walter Bates. She 
is presented as a strong, disciplined, and self 
respecting woman who takes pride in main-
taining an orderly home despite living in a 
poor mining village. Lawrence describes her 
as tall, handsome, and dignified, reflecting her 
determination to rise above the harsh condi-
tions surrounding her. She values cleanliness, 
punctuality, and family responsibility, qual-
ities that frequently bring her into conflict 
with her husband's careless and irresponsible 
behaviour. Elizabeth is also pregnant with her 
third child, adding to the burdens she carries 
as the head of the household.

At the beginning of the story Elizabeth appears 
critical and resentful towards Walter. She be-
lieves that he has once again chosen drinking 
over his family and complains bitterly about 
his irresponsibility. However, beneath her an-
ger lies genuine concern for his safety. As the 
evening progresses, her irritation gradually 
gives way to anxiety when she realises that 
something unusual may have happened. The 
turning point in Elizabeth's character occurs 
after Walter's death. While preparing his body 
for burial, she experiences a profound psycho-
logical awakening. She realises that through-
out their marriage she had never truly under-
stood her husband as an individual. She had 
attempted to shape him according to her own 
expectations rather than accepting his unique 
personality. This painful recognition trans-
forms her understanding of love, marriage, 
and human relationships. Elizabeth emerges 
as a deeply tragic yet enlightened character 
whose emotional journey forms the heart of 
the story.

SG
O

U



227SGOU - SLM - BA English (Honours) - English Literature from 1900 to 1945

Walter Bates

Walter Bates is Elizabeth's husband and a 
coal miner employed at Brinsley Colliery. 
Although he never appears alive in the story, 
his presence dominates the narrative through 
the memories, conversations, and emotions of 
other characters. Walter is known for his hab-
it of drinking after work, a practice that has 
damaged his relationship with his wife. Eliza-
beth believes that he is careless, irresponsible, 
and indifferent to his family, while his mother 
remembers him as a kind and affectionate son. 
Walter represents the hardships faced by in-
dustrial workers in the early twentieth centu-
ry. He spends his days performing dangerous 
physical labour in the coal mines, where death 
is a constant possibility. His tragic death by 
suffocation beneath fallen coal symbolises the 
destructive power of industrial civilisation. 
After Walter's body is brought home, Law-
rence presents him in a completely different 
light. His peaceful appearance in death reveals 
a dignity and individuality that Elizabeth had 
failed to recognise during his lifetime. His si-
lent body becomes the means through which 
Elizabeth discovers the emotional distance 
that had existed between them. Walter there-
fore functions not merely as a victim of indus-
trial society but also as the catalyst for Eliza-
beth's spiritual awakening.

John Bates

John Bates is the young son of Elizabeth and 
Walter. He is a quiet, serious child who resem-
bles both his parents in different ways. Eliz-
abeth notices that he shares her reserved na-
ture, yet he is also attracted to the warmth of 
the fire and the world of the mine like his fa-
ther. His fascination with the coal fire symbol-
ically suggests that he may eventually follow 
Walter into the mining industry. John observes 
the tensions between his parents without fully 
understanding them. His silence reflects the 

emotional atmosphere within the household, 
where affection is often overshadowed by dis-
appointment and misunderstanding. Lawrence 
uses John's character to illustrate how family 
conflicts influence children from an early age.

Annie Bates

Annie Bates is Elizabeth's young daughter. 
Unlike her brother, Annie retains an innocent 
appreciation of beauty and nature. She is de-
lighted by the chrysanthemums and enjoys 
their fragrance, asking her mother whether 
they smell beautiful. Her innocent response 
contrasts sharply with Elizabeth's painful 
memories associated with the flowers. Annie 
represents childhood innocence and hope. 
She has not yet experienced the disappoint-
ments that have shaped her mother's life. Her 
presence reminds readers that children often 
perceive the world differently from adults, 
finding beauty where older people see only 
suffering. Lawrence uses Annie to contrast in-
nocence with experience and to emphasise the 
emotional transformation that adulthood often 
brings.

Elizabeth's Father

Elizabeth's father works as the driver of the 
locomotive engine that serves the colliery. He 
briefly visits his daughter's home for a cup of 
tea before continuing his work. During their 
conversation, Elizabeth criticises his decision 
to remarry, but he calmly defends his right to 
rebuild his life. He also informs Elizabeth that 
Walter had spoken about spending his wages 
on drink.

Although his appearance is brief, Elizabeth's 
father provides important information about 
Walter's behaviour and represents another as-
pect of industrial life. Like Walter, he earns 
his living through physically demanding work 
connected with the mining industry. His prac-
tical attitude contrasts with Elizabeth's ten-
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dency to judge the behaviour of others accord-
ing to her own standards.

Old Mrs. Bates

Old Mrs. Bates, Walter's mother, enters the 
story after news of the mining accident reach-
es the village. Unlike Elizabeth, she remem-
bers Walter with affection and sympathy. Al-
though she admits that her son had problems 
with drinking, she believes that women must 
understand men's weaknesses and make al-
lowances for them. While helping Elizabeth 
prepare Walter's body, Old Mrs. Bates re-
flects proudly on her son's strong and healthy 
physique. Her grief is direct and emotional, 
whereas Elizabeth's sorrow is quieter and 
more reflective. The contrast between the two 
women highlights the different ways in which 
love and loss may be experienced. Old Mrs. 
Bates also helps Elizabeth reach her final un-
derstanding by presenting Walter from a per-
spective that Elizabeth had never fully consid-
ered during his lifetime.

Jack Rigley

Jack Rigley is Walter's fellow miner and 
neighbour. When Elizabeth visits his house 
searching for Walter, he explains that he last 
saw Walter completing his work underground 
and expected him to leave the mine safely. His 
information increases Elizabeth's fear that an 
accident may have occurred. Rigley represents 
the solidarity of the mining community, where 
neighbours support one another during times 
of uncertainty and tragedy. His willingness to 
accompany Elizabeth home demonstrates the 
compassion that exists among working class 
families despite their difficult living condi-
tions.

6.2.2.5 Themes

Industrialisation and the Destruction of 
Nature

One of the central themes of the story is the 
conflict between industrial civilisation and 
the natural world. Lawrence presents the min-
ing village as a bleak and polluted landscape 
dominated by coal pits, railway tracks, smoke, 
machinery, and factories. The natural beauty 
of the countryside has been replaced by an 
environment shaped by industry. The opening 
description of the locomotive frightening a 
young colt symbolises the invasion of nature 
by mechanical progress. The mine not only 
transforms the physical landscape but also 
controls the lives of the people who depend 
upon it. Every family in the village is connect-
ed to the colliery, and the constant danger of 
accidents creates an atmosphere of fear and 
uncertainty. Walter's death demonstrates the 
destructive power of industrial labour, show-
ing how economic necessity forces ordinary 
people to risk their lives. Lawrence criticises 
industrial society for separating human beings 
from nature and reducing life to labour and 
survival.

Marriage and Emotional Isolation

The most important theme in the story is the 
emotional distance that can exist within mar-
riage. Elizabeth and Walter have lived togeth-
er for several years and have children, yet 
they have never truly understood one another. 
Throughout their marriage they have judged 
each other according to their own expectations 
instead of recognising each other's individual-
ity. Elizabeth believes Walter has failed as a 
husband because of his drinking and irrespon-
sibility, while Walter remains largely silent 
and misunderstood. Only after his death does 
Elizabeth realise that she had been fighting an 
imaginary version of her husband rather than 
the real person. Lawrence suggests that physi-
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cal closeness does not necessarily create emo-
tional intimacy. Human beings remain sepa-
rate individuals whose inner lives cannot be 
completely shared, even with those they love 
most deeply.

Death and Self Realisation

Death is not presented merely as the end of 
life but as a moment of profound revelation. 
Walter's death forces Elizabeth to examine her 
own life honestly. Standing beside his body, 
she understands that she had never fully ap-
preciated him as a unique individual. She rec-
ognises the limitations of her own judgement 
and experiences feelings of guilt, shame, and 
regret. Lawrence presents death as the ulti-
mate truth that strips away illusion and ex-
poses reality. Walter's lifeless body appears 
peaceful and dignified, allowing Elizabeth to 
see him without the anger and resentment that 
had shaped her perceptions during his life-
time. The story therefore suggests that death 
can produce spiritual insight even though it 
brings irreversible loss.

The Failure of Communication

Another significant theme is the inability of 
people to communicate their deepest emo-
tions. Elizabeth and Walter rarely express 
their true feelings to each other. Their rela-
tionship is characterised by silence, misun-
derstanding, and emotional distance. Each 
assumes they understand the other, yet both 
remain strangers. Lawrence argues that many 
human relationships suffer because individu-
als fail to recognise the thoughts and emotions 
of others. Elizabeth's final realisation is pain-
ful precisely because it comes too late. Walter 
can no longer respond to her new understand-
ing, making communication permanently im-
possible.

Family Responsibility

The story explores the responsibilities asso-
ciated with family life. Elizabeth works tire-
lessly to maintain her household, raise her 
children, and prepare for the birth of another 
child. Walter also carries the burden of sup-
porting his family through dangerous work in 
the coal mine. However, economic hardship 
and personal weakness prevent the family 
from achieving happiness. Lawrence portrays 
family life as both a source of comfort and a 
source of conflict. Love exists within the fam-
ily, but it is frequently overshadowed by fi-
nancial difficulties, disappointment, and mis-
understanding. The story shows that fulfilling 
family responsibilities requires emotional un-
derstanding as well as material support.

Individual Identity

Lawrence emphasises that every human be-
ing possesses a unique identity that cannot 
be completely understood by others. Eliza-
beth finally realises that Walter existed as an 
independent person with his own thoughts, 
emotions, and experiences. She understands 
that marriage had not erased the boundar-
ies between them. This recognition reflects 
Lawrence's belief that genuine relationships 
require respect for individual freedom rath-
er than attempts to control or change another 
person. The story therefore presents individu-
ality as both a source of human dignity and a 
cause of loneliness.

6.2.2.6 Symbols

Chrysanthemums

The chrysanthemums are the most important 
symbol in the story. They represent different 
emotions and experiences at different stages 
of Elizabeth's life. Initially they are associat-
ed with love and marriage because Elizabeth 
carried them on her wedding day. They also 
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remind her of Annie's birth, suggesting hope 
and family happiness. However, the flowers 
later become linked with Walter's drinking and 
finally with his death. When Walter's body is 
brought into the house, a vase of chrysanthe-
mums is knocked over, filling the room with 
their distinctive scent. By the end of the sto-
ry, the fragrance symbolises death, regret, lost 
love, and the painful memories of an unhap-
py marriage. For Annie, however, the flowers 
continue to represent innocence and beauty. 
Lawrence therefore demonstrates that sym-
bols gain meaning through personal experi-
ence rather than possessing fixed significance.

The Coal Mine

The coal mine symbolises industrial civilisa-
tion and its destructive influence on human 
life. It provides employment and supports the 
mining community, yet it also causes suffer-
ing, poverty, alcoholism, and death. Walter's 
death beneath the collapsed coal represents 
the human cost of industrial progress. The 
mine dominates the landscape throughout the 
story, reminding readers that industrial society 
controls both the environment and the lives of 
ordinary workers. It stands in sharp contrast 
to the natural beauty represented by the chry-
santhemums.

The Train

The locomotive train symbolises modern 
technology and industrial progress. At the be-
ginning of the story it frightens a young colt, 
immediately suggesting the conflict between 
machinery and nature. The train repeatedly 
appears throughout the narrative, marking the 
rhythm of industrial life and reminding read-
ers that the village exists because of the coal 
industry. Its movement also reflects the relent-
less passage of time. Unlike nature, the train 
follows fixed schedules and mechanical rou-
tines, emphasising the ordered but impersonal 
nature of industrial society.

Fire and Light

Fire appears throughout the story as a symbol 
of warmth, family life, and domestic comfort. 
Elizabeth carefully tends the fire in her home, 
attempting to create a peaceful environment 
for her children. At the same time, coal fuels 
the fire, linking domestic warmth directly to 
the dangerous labour performed by miners. 
Light also contrasts with darkness. While the 
home is illuminated by the fire and the lamp, 
the underground mine remains a place of 
darkness and death. Lawrence uses these im-
ages to show both the comforts and the hidden 
costs of ordinary domestic life.

Walter's Body

Walter's dead body functions as a powerful 
symbol of truth and self knowledge. During 
his lifetime Elizabeth saw him only through 
the lens of disappointment and resentment. In 
death, however, she finally recognises his dig-
nity and individuality. The silent body cannot 
speak, yet it communicates more powerfully 
than words. It becomes the means through 
which Elizabeth understands the emotion-
al failure of their marriage and the mystery 
of human existence. Walter's body therefore 
symbolises the ultimate reality that death re-
veals about life and human relationships.

6.2.2.7 Analysis

“The Odour of Chrysanthemums” is wide-
ly regarded as one of D. H. Lawrence's fin-
est short stories and a landmark of modern 
psychological fiction. Although the narra-
tive focuses on the ordinary life of a mining 
family, it explores profound questions about 
marriage, identity, loneliness, and the human 
condition. Lawrence transforms a seemingly 
simple domestic incident into a moving study 
of emotional truth and self discovery. Instead 
of relying on dramatic events or sensational 
incidents, he reveals how everyday experienc-
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es can lead to deep personal realisations. The 
story demonstrates that beneath the routine of 
ordinary life lie hidden emotions, misunder-
standings, and unspoken conflicts that shape 
human relationships.

One of the most striking features of the story 
is its psychological realism. Lawrence is less 
concerned with external action than with the 
inner lives of his characters, particularly Eliza-
beth Bates. At the beginning of the story, Eliz-
abeth believes that she understands her hus-
band completely. She blames his drinking and 
irresponsible behaviour for the unhappiness 
in their marriage and assumes that she knows 
his character. However, Walter's sudden death 
forces her to confront an uncomfortable truth. 
As she prepares his body, she realises that they 
had shared a home and children without ever 
truly understanding one another. This moment 
of self awareness forms the emotional climax 
of the story. Lawrence suggests that every in-
dividual possesses a private inner world that 
can never be fully known by another person. 
By focusing on Elizabeth's gradual psycho-
logical transformation, he illustrates one of 
the defining features of Modernist fiction: the 
exploration of human consciousness rather 
than outward action.

The story also presents a realistic picture of 
working class life in the industrial mining 
communities of early twentieth century En-
gland. Drawing upon his own childhood expe-
riences, Lawrence vividly portrays the harsh 
realities of coal mining, where dangerous 
working conditions, poverty, and uncertainty 
are accepted as part of everyday life. Walter's 
death in the mine is not treated as an extraor-
dinary tragedy but as an ever present risk 
faced by countless miners. At the same time, 
Lawrence criticises industrial civilisation for 
separating people from both nature and one 
another. The opening description of smoke, 
railways, and coal pits replacing the natural 

landscape symbolises the destructive impact 
of industrialisation. The mining industry pro-
vides employment and economic survival, yet 
it also creates physical danger and emotional 
isolation. Through this contrast between na-
ture and industry, Lawrence questions wheth-
er material progress has come at the cost of 
genuine human happiness and meaningful re-
lationships.

Symbolism gives the story an emotional rich-
ness that extends beyond its realistic surface. 
The chrysanthemums, which appear through-
out the narrative, change their significance as 
the story progresses. Initially associated with 
family life and domestic affection, they grad-
ually become symbols of disappointment, 
death, and regret. Similarly, the coal mine 
represents both economic survival and the 
destructive power of industrial society, while 
fire symbolises the warmth of the home that 
depends upon the dangerous labour of miners. 
Lawrence also challenges conventional ideas 
about marriage by rejecting the belief that liv-
ing together automatically creates emotional 
intimacy. Elizabeth's final recognition that 
she and Walter had remained strangers de-
spite years of marriage expresses a universal 
truth about the limits of human understanding. 
Death, therefore, becomes not only the end of 
Walter's life but also the beginning of Eliza-
beth's self knowledge. It strips away illusion 
and compels her to confront the reality of her 
relationship with honesty and humility.

Through its combination of psychological re-
alism, symbolism, social criticism, and phil-
osophical insight, “The Odour of Chrysan-
themums” remains one of the masterpieces 
of English short fiction. Lawrence portrays 
ordinary people with remarkable honesty and 
avoids offering simple moral lessons or ideal-
ised characters. Instead, he presents flawed in-
dividuals struggling to understand themselves 
and those closest to them. The story raises 
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enduring questions about love, individuality, 
communication, and the search for emotional 
truth. Its sensitive portrayal of marriage, in-
dustrial society, loneliness, and self discovery 

continues to resonate with modern readers, 
demonstrating Lawrence's extraordinary abil-
ity to transform everyday human experience 
into timeless literature.

	f The modern short story developed into an important literary form during the late 
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.

	f Arthur Conan Doyle popularised detective fiction through the character of Sher-
lock Holmes.

	f “The Adventure of the Dancing Men” revolves around a mysterious coded mes-
sage.

	f Sherlock Holmes solves the mystery through observation, logical reasoning, and 
cryptographic analysis.

	f The story explores themes such as justice, secrecy, communication, and rational 
thinking.

	f D. H. Lawrence is one of the pioneers of the modern psychological short story.
	f “The Odour of Chrysanthemums” portrays the life of a mining family in industrial 
England.

	f Elizabeth Bates undergoes a profound emotional transformation after her hus-
band's death.

	f The story examines marriage, loneliness, misunderstanding, and self realisation.
	f Chrysanthemums symbolise love, memory, disappointment, and death.
	f Lawrence combines realism with symbolism to portray the inner lives of ordinary 
people.

	f Industrialisation plays a significant role in shaping both the setting and the lives 
of the characters.

	f Both stories demonstrate different approaches to modern English short fiction.
	f The prescribed stories continue to be admired for their artistic excellence and 
psychological depth.

	f The study of these stories provides valuable insights into the themes and tech-
niques of twentieth century English literature.

Recap
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1.	 Who created the detective Sherlock Holmes?
2.	 What do the dancing men represent in Doyle's story?
3.	 Who narrates “The Adventure of the Dancing Men”?
4.	 Why does Elsie Cubitt hide her past?
5.	 Who is Abe Slaney?
6.	 Who wrote “The Odour of Chrysanthemums”?
7.	 Where is “The Odour of Chrysanthemums” set?
8.	 What is Walter Bates's occupation?
9.	 What do the chrysanthemums symbolise in the story?
10.	How does Walter Bates die?
11.	What realisation does Elizabeth Bates have at the end of the story?
12.	Which literary movement is D. H. Lawrence closely associated with?
13.	What method does Sherlock Holmes use to solve the mystery?
14.	How does industrialisation influence Lawrence's story?
15.	What common feature do both prescribed stories share?

Objective Questions

1.	 Arthur Conan Doyle
2.	 Secret coded messages
3.	 Dr Watson
4.	 To escape her criminal past and begin a new life
5.	 An American criminal who pursues Elsie
6.	 D. H. Lawrence
7.	 A mining village in Nottinghamshire
8.	 Coal miner
9.	 Love, memory, disappointment, and death
10.	He is suffocated in a mining accident
11.	She realises that she and her husband never truly understood each other
12.	Modernism
13.	Observation, deduction, and cryptographic analysis
14.	It creates harsh living conditions and shapes the characters' lives
15.	Both explore human relationships through modern narrative techniques

Answers
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1.	 Prepare a character sketch of Sherlock Holmes or Elizabeth Bates.
2.	 Analyse the significance of symbolism in “The Odour of Chrysanthemums.”
3.	 Examine the detective methods employed by Sherlock Holmes in “The Adven-

ture of the Dancing Men.”
4.	 Discuss the portrayal of marriage and emotional isolation in “The Odour of Chry-

santhemums.”
5.	 Compare “The Adventure of the Dancing Men” and “The Odour of Chrysanthe-

mums” as representative examples of the modern English short story.

Assignments

1.	 Doyle, Arthur Conan. The Complete Sherlock Holmes. Penguin.
2.	 Lawrence, D. H. The Prussian Officer and Other Stories. Penguin Classics.
3.	 Hunter, Adrian. The Cambridge Introduction to the Short Story in English. Cam-

bridge University Press.
4.	 Head, Dominic. The Modernist Short Story: A Study in Theory and Practice. 

Cambridge University Press.
5.	 May, Charles E. The New Short Story Theories. Ohio University Press.

Suggested Reading

SG
O

U



235SGOU - SLM - BA English (Honours) - English Literature from 1900 to 1945

 “Prelude”- Katherine Mansfield 
 “Rain”- Somerset Maugham 

Unit
2

Upon the completion of this unit, the learner will be able to:

	f understand the contributions of Katherine Mansfield and W. Somerset Maugham 
to literature

	f explain plots, characters, themes, and narrative techniques in the prescribed sto-
ries

	f analyse psychological realism, symbolism, irony, and modernist elements in short 
fiction

	f evaluate moral, social, and psychological issues presented through the prescribed 
stories

	f relate the prescribed stories to twentieth century English literature and Modernism

The modern short story is a flexible literary form that captures significant moments of 
human experience through concise yet powerful narration. Unlike the traditional tale, the 
modern short story often focuses on psychological depth, symbolism, and the complexities 
of everyday life rather than dramatic action. A study of the genre enables learners to appre-
ciate how writers reveal profound truths through ordinary situations and carefully crafted 
narrative techniques.

The early twentieth century witnessed remarkable innovations in short fiction. Writers such 
as Katherine Mansfield introduced psychological realism and impressionistic narration, 
while W. Somerset Maugham perfected realistic storytelling with subtle irony and deep 
insight into human behaviour. Their stories explore family relationships, morality, identity, 
loneliness, and hypocrisy, making the modern short story an important medium for under-
standing both individual psychology and society.

Before studying this unit, learners should be familiar with the basic elements of fiction such 
as plot, setting, characterisation, point of view, theme, symbolism, and narrative technique. 
A basic understanding of Modernism, psychological realism, colonialism, and the social 
changes of the early twentieth century will help learners appreciate the literary significance 
of the prescribed stories.

Learning Outcomes

Prerequisites
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Psychological Realism, Modernism, Symbolism, Hypocrisy, Colonialism, Human Conscious-
ness

Section 1

 “Prelude” - Katherine Mansfield 

Keywords

Discussion
6.2.1 Katherine Mansfield

6.2.1.1 Life and Works

Katherine Mansfield (1888–1923) was one 
of the most influential writers of the modern 
English short story. Born Kathleen Mansfield 
Beauchamp on 14 October 1888 in Welling-
ton, New Zealand, she belonged to a prosper-
ous colonial family. Her father, Harold Beau-
champ, was a successful businessman who 
later became Chairman of the Bank of New 
Zealand. Mansfield spent her childhood in 
New Zealand, and its landscapes, family life, 
and childhood memories became the founda-
tion for many of her finest stories. At the age 
of fourteen, she was sent to Queen's College in 
London, where she developed a keen interest 
in literature, music, and European culture. Al-
though she briefly returned to New Zealand, 
she found colonial society restrictive and set-
tled permanently in England in 1908 to pursue 
a literary career. She became closely associ-
ated with the Bloomsbury Group and formed 
friendships with leading Modernist writers, 
including Virginia Woolf. Her marriage to the 
literary critic John Middleton Murry further 
strengthened her position within the literary 
circles of early twentieth century England.

Despite her growing literary reputation, Man-
sfield's life was marked by personal difficul-
ties, financial insecurity, and prolonged ill 
health. She was diagnosed with tuberculosis 
in 1917 and spent her final years seeking treat-

ment in France and Switzerland before her 
death in France in 1923 at the age of thirty 
four. Although her life was brief, her contri-
bution to English literature was remarkable. 
Mansfield revolutionised the short story by 
replacing conventional plots and moral end-
ings with psychological realism, subtle emo-
tions, and moments of personal revelation. 
Her works explore themes such as childhood, 
family relationships, loneliness, identity, and 
the hidden tensions beneath ordinary life. Her 
major collections include In a German Pen-
sion (1911), Bliss and Other Stories (1920), 
The Garden Party and Other Stories (1922), 
and The Dove's Nest and Other Stories (1923). 
Individual stories such as “Prelude,” “Bliss,” 
“The Garden Party,” “At the Bay,” “Miss 
Brill,” “The Doll's House,” and “The Fly” 
remain landmarks of twentieth century liter-
ature and continue to influence writers across 
the world.

6.2.1.2 Katherine Mansfield and the Modern 
Short Story

Katherine Mansfield is regarded as one of the 
pioneers of the modern English short story 
because she transformed the way short fiction 
was written. Unlike many nineteenth centu-
ry writers, who relied on carefully structured 
plots, dramatic events, and clear moral les-
sons, Mansfield focused on the quiet moments 
of everyday life. She believed that ordinary 
experiences could reveal profound truths 
about human nature. Her stories explore the 
thoughts, emotions, memories, and relation-
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ships of ordinary people, allowing readers to 
discover meaning through subtle psychologi-
cal changes rather than dramatic action. She 
frequently shifts between different characters' 
perspectives, creating a deeper understanding 
of their inner lives. Her impressionistic style 
captures fleeting moments of experience and 
often leaves the ending open, inviting readers 
to reflect on its emotional significance.

Another distinctive feature of Mansfield's fic-
tion is her sensitive use of symbolism and her 
exploration of childhood and women's experi-
ences. Natural elements such as flowers, gar-
dens, trees, birds, and changing seasons are 
closely connected with the emotional lives of 
her characters, adding symbolic depth to seem-
ingly ordinary events. Children in her stories 
often observe the adult world with innocence 
and curiosity, exposing truths that adults fail 
to recognise. At the same time, many of her 
female characters struggle with loneliness, 
emotional repression, and the limitations im-
posed by family and society. Through her psy-
chological realism, impressionistic narration, 
and subtle symbolism, Mansfield expanded 
the possibilities of the short story and estab-
lished it as a sophisticated literary form capa-
ble of expressing the complexities of modern 
human experience.

6.2.2 “Prelude”

6.2.2.1 Introduction to the Story

“Prelude” is one of Katherine Mansfield's 
finest and most influential short stories. First 
published by the Hogarth Press in 1918, it 
was later included in her celebrated collec-
tion Bliss and Other Stories (1920). The story 
originated from an earlier manuscript entitled 
The Aloe, which Mansfield substantially re-
vised before publication. It is largely autobi-
ographical, drawing upon her family's move 
from Wellington to the rural suburb of Karori 
in New Zealand during her childhood. Rath-

er than presenting a dramatic sequence of 
events, the story portrays the Burnell family's 
experiences as they settle into their new home. 
Through a series of interconnected scenes, 
Mansfield explores the thoughts, emotions, 
and relationships of the family members, cre-
ating a narrative that reflects the rhythms of 
ordinary domestic life.

As a modernist fiction, “Prelude” departs 
from the conventional structure of beginning, 
middle, and end, and instead unfolds through 
a series of impressions and moments of psy-
chological awareness. The Burnell family, 
comprising Stanley and Linda Burnell, their 
daughters Isabel, Lottie, and Kezia, Mrs Fair-
field, and Aunt Beryl, respond differently to 
the new environment, revealing the complex-
ities of family life and individual identity. 
Nature plays a significant symbolic role in 
the story, particularly the aloe plant, which 
represents endurance, emotional isolation, 
and the possibility of renewal. By combining 
autobiographical memories, psychological 
realism, symbolism, and innovative narrative 
techniques, the story   established Katherine 
Mansfield as one of the foremost pioneers of 
the modern English short story.

6.2.2.2 Summary

“Prelude” opens with the Burnell family mov-
ing from their home in Wellington to a spa-
cious country house in the rural suburb of 
Karori. Since the removal cart is already filled 
with furniture and household belongings, there 
is no room for the youngest daughters, Lottie 
and Kezia, who are temporarily left behind 
with their neighbours, the Samuel Josephs 
family. Although the move promises a better 
life, the children experience mixed emotions. 
Kezia tries to hide her sadness, while Lottie 
openly cries as the family departs. Later that 
evening, the girls are taken to their new home, 
where they find a large house surrounded by 
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gardens, paddocks, and open spaces. The un-
familiar surroundings fill them with curiosity 
as well as uncertainty. Linda Burnell is ex-
hausted from the journey and suffers from a 
headache, while Stanley Burnell is pleased 
with his successful purchase of the property. 
Mrs Fairfield quietly supervises the house-

hold, ensuring that everyone settles comfort-
ably into the new home. During the first night, 
Kezia's vivid imagination transforms ordinary 
sounds and shadows into mysterious fears, 
illustrating the sensitivity and innocence of 
childhood.

Fig. 6.2.1 Katherine Mansfield Prelude

As life gradually returns to its normal routine, 
Mansfield introduces the personalities of the 
family members. Stanley resumes his daily 
journey to work in Wellington and takes pride 
in providing for his family. Linda, however, 
appears emotionally detached from both her 
husband and her domestic responsibilities. 
Pregnant and physically weak, she often with-
draws into dreams and private reflections. Mrs 
Fairfield remains the emotional centre of the 
family through her calm wisdom and practical 
nature, while Aunt Beryl struggles with loneli-
ness and secretly dreams of financial indepen-
dence and a more exciting future. The children 
spend much of their time exploring the gar-

dens and the surrounding countryside. Kezia, 
in particular, is fascinated by the strange aloe 
plant, whose unusual appearance captures her 
imagination. Mansfield transforms ordinary 
domestic activities, such as meals, conversa-
tions, children's games, and bedtime routines, 
into opportunities for revealing the emotional 
lives of the characters.

One of the most memorable episodes occurs 
when the handyman, Pat, kills a duck while 
the children watch. Kezia is horrified by the 
sudden violence and desperately asks Pat to 
put the duck's head back. This disturbing in-
cident becomes her first direct encounter with 
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death and reveals the contrast between child-
hood innocence and the harsh realities of adult 
life. Around the same time, Aunt Beryl's pri-
vate thoughts expose her dissatisfaction with 
her dependent position within the household. 
Although she performs her domestic duties 
efficiently, she longs for freedom, romance, 
and a life beyond the limitations imposed by 
her family circumstances. Through these epi-
sodes, Mansfield gradually uncovers the emo-
tional tensions hidden beneath the seemingly 
peaceful domestic routine.

The emotional climax of the story occurs 
when Linda and Mrs Fairfield stand togeth-
er in the garden looking at the aloe plant. As 
Linda quietly contemplates the plant, she ex-
periences a profound moment of self realisa-
tion. She recognises the emotional emptiness 
of her marriage and acknowledges that she 
has never truly loved her husband. The aloe, 
with its ability to survive under harsh condi-
tions, symbolises endurance, loneliness, and 
the silent struggles of domestic life. Unlike 
traditional stories that conclude with dramatic 
action or clear resolution, “Prelude” ends qui-
etly. Aunt Beryl continues to dream of escape 
from her monotonous existence, while Kezia 
resumes her innocent play with her toy cat. 
The story closes with everyday life continuing 
as before, suggesting that human experience 
consists not of dramatic endings but of con-
tinuous moments of growth, disappointment, 
and self discovery. Through its psychologi-
cal depth, shifting perspectives, and impres-
sionistic narrative, “Prelude” exemplifies the 
modern short story at its finest.

6.2.2.3 Major Characters

Stanley Burnell

Stanley Burnell is the head of the Burnell fam-
ily and represents the conventional Edwardian 
patriarch. He is hardworking, energetic, and 
ambitious, taking great pride in providing a 

comfortable home for his wife and children. 
Stanley believes that financial security and 
material comfort are the foundations of a hap-
py family life. Every day he travels from the 
countryside to his office in Wellington, seeing 
himself as a responsible husband and father. 
However, despite his sincere efforts, he re-
mains emotionally distant from his wife, Lin-
da. He fails to understand her emotional needs 
and assumes that his role as provider is suf-
ficient. Through Stanley, Mansfield illustrates 
the limitations of traditional masculinity, 
where practical responsibility often replaces 
emotional intimacy.

Linda Burnell

Linda Burnell is one of the most complex 
characters in the story. She is Stanley's wife 
and the mother of the Burnell children. Phys-
ically delicate and emotionally withdrawn, 
Linda finds little satisfaction in domestic life. 
Pregnancy and the responsibilities of mother-
hood have left her exhausted, and she often 
escapes into dreams and private reflections. 
Although she performs her duties as a wife 
and mother, she feels emotionally isolated and 
disconnected from her husband. Her contem-
plation of the aloe plant becomes a moment 
of profound self realisation, during which she 
recognises the emptiness of her married life. 
Linda represents many women whose person-
al desires are suppressed by the expectations 
of family and society. Mansfield portrays her 
with sympathy, revealing the silent emotional 
struggles hidden beneath an apparently com-
fortable domestic existence.

Kezia Burnell

Kezia, the youngest of the Burnell children, 
is the emotional centre of the story. Curious, 
imaginative, and sensitive, she views the 
world with innocence and wonder. Her ob-
servations often reveal truths that escape the 
adults around her. Kezia is fascinated by the 
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new house, the garden, and especially the 
mysterious aloe plant. At the same time, she 
experiences fear, confusion, and sadness as 
she confronts unfamiliar situations. Her dis-
tress when Pat kills the duck demonstrates her 
compassion and her inability to accept vio-
lence as a natural part of life. Through Kezia's 
perspective, Mansfield captures the freshness 
of childhood perception and contrasts it with 
the emotional complexities of adulthood.

Aunt Beryl

Aunt Beryl, Linda's younger sister, is an un-
married woman living with the Burnell family. 
She is intelligent, attractive, and sensitive but 
deeply dissatisfied with her dependent posi-
tion in the household. Outwardly she appears 
confident and cheerful, but privately she longs 
for financial independence, romantic fulfil-
ment, and a more exciting life. She dreams 
of escaping her monotonous existence and 
imagines a future in which she is admired and 
loved. Her emotional frustration reflects the 
limited opportunities available to many wom-
en during the early twentieth century. Mans-
field presents Beryl as a tragic figure whose 
aspirations remain unrealised because of so-
cial expectations and economic dependence.

Mrs Fairfield

Mrs Fairfield, Linda's mother and the chil-
dren's grandmother, is the stabilising force 
within the Burnell household. Calm, practical, 
and affectionate, she quietly manages many 
domestic responsibilities and provides emo-
tional support to every member of the family. 
Unlike Linda and Beryl, she accepts the ordi-
nary routines of family life with patience and 
understanding. She cares lovingly for the chil-
dren, comforts them during moments of anx-
iety, and performs household duties without 
complaint. Her wisdom and emotional matu-
rity help maintain harmony within the family. 

Mrs Fairfield symbolises stability, experience, 
and unconditional maternal care.

Isabel Burnell

Isabel is the eldest of the Burnell sisters. Con-
fident and self assured, she naturally assumes 
a leadership role among the children. She en-
joys exercising authority over her younger 
sisters and often attempts to behave like an 
adult. Her confidence contrasts with Kezia's 
innocence and Lottie's dependence. Although 
she sometimes appears proud or boastful, Isa-
bel reflects the gradual transition from child-
hood towards adulthood. Mansfield uses her 
character to illustrate the development of so-
cial awareness and responsibility within the 
family.

Lottie Burnell

Lottie is the middle child of the Burnell fam-
ily. She is quieter and more obedient than her 
sisters and often follows Isabel's guidance. 
Unlike Kezia, who constantly questions the 
world around her, Lottie generally accepts 
events without protest. Her emotional depen-
dence and gentle nature make her an import-
ant contrast to the more imaginative Kezia. 
Through Lottie, Mansfield presents another 
aspect of childhood, one characterised by in-
nocence, simplicity, and trust.

6.2.2.4 Themes

One of the central themes of “Prelude” is family 
life and the emotional relationships that exist 
within it. Rather than presenting the Burnells 
as a perfect family, Katherine Mansfield re-
veals the hidden tensions that lie beneath their 
ordinary domestic routine. Each member of 
the family responds differently to the move to 
the new house. Stanley believes that financial 
security is enough to ensure happiness, while 
Linda feels emotionally detached despite the 
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comfort surrounding her. Mrs Fairfield brings 
warmth and stability to the household through 
her wisdom and affection, whereas Aunt Ber-
yl longs to escape the restrictions of family 
life. Alongside these relationships, Mansfield 
presents childhood as a unique way of experi-
encing the world. Through Kezia, Isabel, and 
Lottie, she captures the curiosity, imagination, 
and emotional honesty of children. Their in-
nocent observations often reveal truths that 
adults overlook, highlighting the contrast be-
tween the freedom of childhood and the emo-
tional burdens of adulthood.

The story also examines the position of wom-
en in early twentieth century society. Linda 
Burnell feels exhausted by the expectations of 
marriage and motherhood, while Aunt Beryl 
dreams of independence and a more fulfilling 
future. Although their lives appear comfort-
able from the outside, both women experience 
loneliness, frustration, and emotional repres-
sion. Mansfield quietly exposes the sacrifices 
demanded of women without making direct 
social criticism. Closely related to this is the 
theme of isolation. Despite living together 
under the same roof, several members of the 
Burnell family remain emotionally distant 
from one another. Linda feels disconnected 
from her husband, Stanley fails to understand 
her inner struggles, and Aunt Beryl hides her 
dissatisfaction behind an appearance of confi-
dence. Mansfield suggests that loneliness can 
exist even within close family relationships, 
making emotional isolation one of the story's 
most significant concerns.

Another important theme is change and self 
discovery. The family's move from the city 
to the countryside marks the beginning of a 
new phase in their lives. While the children 
welcome the new surroundings with excite-
ment and curiosity, the adults respond with 
uncertainty, reflection, and emotional conflict. 
Mansfield presents change as an inevitable 

part of life that affects every individual differ-
ently. As the story progresses, several charac-
ters begin to question their identities and place 
within the family. Linda's quiet contemplation 
of the aloe plant becomes the most important 
moment of self realisation, as she recognis-
es the emotional emptiness of her marriage. 
Mansfield suggests that true self knowledge 
develops gradually through ordinary experi-
ences rather than dramatic events.

Nature and symbolism are closely connect-
ed with the emotional life of the characters 
throughout the story. The gardens, trees, flow-
ers, birds, and animals are not merely part of 
the setting but reflect the thoughts and feelings 
of the people who inhabit the new home. The 
aloe plant, in particular, symbolises endur-
ance, loneliness, and the possibility of inner 
growth despite emotional hardship. Mansfield 
also contrasts outward appearances with hid-
den realities. Although the Burnells appear to 
be a prosperous and contented family, beneath 
this respectable surface lie misunderstanding, 
dissatisfaction, and emotional conflict. By fo-
cusing on thoughts, memories, and moments 
of psychological awareness instead of dramat-
ic action, Mansfield reflects the principles of 
Modernism. She demonstrates that the deep-
est human experiences are often found in the 
quiet, ordinary moments of everyday life rath-
er than in extraordinary events.

6.2.2.5 Analysis

“Prelude” is widely recognised as one of 
Katherine Mansfield's greatest achievements 
and one of the finest examples of the modern 
English short story. Unlike traditional nine-
teenth century fiction, which usually follows 
a well organised plot leading to a clear con-
clusion, “Prelude” unfolds through a series of 
connected episodes drawn from the everyday 
life of the Burnell family. The story does not 
depend on dramatic events or unexpected in-
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cidents. Instead, Mansfield captures ordinary 
experiences and transforms them into mo-
ments of emotional and psychological signif-
icance. This impressionistic structure reflects 
the principles of Modernism, where life is 
presented as a continuous flow of memories, 
feelings, and impressions rather than a se-
quence of neatly arranged events. By focus-
ing on the ordinary, Mansfield demonstrates 
that the deepest human experiences are often 
found in the quiet moments of daily life.

One of the greatest strengths of “Prelude” is 
its psychological realism. Mansfield explores 
the inner lives of her characters with remark-
able sensitivity, revealing their thoughts, 
emotions, fears, and unspoken desires. The 
narrative moves naturally between the per-
spectives of different members of the Burnell 
family, allowing readers to experience the 
same household through multiple viewpoints. 
Kezia's innocent curiosity, Linda's emotion-
al dissatisfaction, Stanley's confidence as the 
family provider, Aunt Beryl's longing for in-
dependence, and Mrs Fairfield's quiet wisdom 
together create a rich and balanced portrait of 
family life. Rather than judging her charac-
ters, Mansfield portrays them with sympathy 
and understanding, suggesting that every in-
dividual carries hidden emotions and private 
struggles that remain invisible to others.

The story also presents a thoughtful examina-
tion of family relationships and the position 
of women in society. Although the Burnells 
appear to be a comfortable and respectable 
family, emotional distance exists beneath the 
surface of their domestic life. Stanley believes 
that material comfort guarantees happiness, 
yet he fails to recognise Linda's emotional iso-
lation. Linda feels trapped by the responsibil-
ities of marriage and motherhood, while Aunt 
Beryl dreams of a life beyond the restrictions 
of the family home. Mansfield quietly exposes 
the emotional sacrifices expected of women 

in the early twentieth century without openly 
criticising society. Childhood forms another 
important dimension of the story. Through 
Kezia, Isabel, and Lottie, Mansfield portrays 
childhood as a period of innocence, imagina-
tion, and discovery. The children notice truths 
that the adults overlook, highlighting the con-
trast between youthful openness and the emo-
tional compromises of adult life.

Symbolism and nature play a significant role 
in enriching the narrative. The aloe plant is the 
most important symbol in the story, represent-
ing endurance, loneliness, and the possibility 
of inner growth despite emotional hardship. 
Linda's contemplation of the plant becomes 
a moment of profound self realisation as she 
recognises the emptiness of her married life. 
Similarly, the gardens, trees, flowers, birds, 
and changing landscape reflect the emotional 
states of the characters and establish a close 
relationship between the natural world and 
human experience. Mansfield uses these sym-
bols with great subtlety, allowing ordinary 
objects and surroundings to acquire deeper 
psychological meaning. Her impressionistic 
descriptions of nature contribute to the calm 
yet emotionally charged atmosphere that 
characterises the story.

Another remarkable feature of “Prelude” is 
its innovative narrative technique. Mansfield 
abandons the traditional omniscient narrator 
and instead employs shifting points of view, 
impressionistic description, and free indirect 
discourse to create intimacy between readers 
and her characters. The story concludes with-
out a dramatic climax or a neatly resolved 
ending. Linda's self awareness does not 
change her circumstances, Aunt Beryl con-
tinues to dream of escape, and Kezia returns 
to her innocent world. This open ending re-
flects Mansfield's belief that life itself rarely 
provides complete resolutions. Through its 
psychological depth, subtle symbolism, real-
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istic portrayal of family life, and modern nar-
rative techniques, “Prelude” transformed the 
short story into a sophisticated literary form. 
It remains one of the finest achievements of 

English Modernism and continues to be ad-
mired for its sensitive exploration of human 
consciousness and everyday experience.

Section 2

 “Rain” - Somerset Maugham 

Discussion
6.2.3 W. Somerset Maugham

6.2.3.1 Life and Works

William Somerset Maugham (1874–1965) 
was one of the most popular English novel-
ists, playwrights, and short story writers of the 
twentieth century. Born in Paris, where his fa-
ther worked at the British Embassy, Maugham 
lost both his parents during childhood and was 
brought up by his uncle, a clergyman, in En-
gland. He studied medicine at St Thomas's 
Hospital in London, and his experiences as a 
medical student gave him a deep understand-
ing of ordinary people and their struggles. 
Although he qualified as a doctor, the success 
of his first novel, Liza of Lambeth (1897), en-
couraged him to become a full time writer. 
During the First World War, he served as an 
ambulance driver and later worked for Brit-
ish intelligence. His extensive travels across 
Europe, Asia, and the Pacific Islands provided 
the settings for many of his stories and novels, 
enriching his portrayal of different cultures 
and societies.

Maugham became internationally renowned 
for his clear, realistic, and engaging style of 
writing. His major novels include Of Human 
Bondage (1915), The Moon and Sixpence 
(1919), The Painted Veil (1925), Cakes and 
Ale (1930), and The Razor's Edge (1944). His 
short story collections, particularly The Trem-
bling of a Leaf (1921), contain some of his 

finest works, including “Rain.” Maugham's 
fiction frequently explores themes such as 
human weakness, hypocrisy, ambition, love, 
loneliness, and moral conflict. His stories are 
noted for their psychological insight, irony, 
and memorable endings, often exposing the 
contrast between outward respectability and 
hidden desires. Through his simple yet pow-
erful narrative style and keen observation of 
human nature, Maugham established himself 
as one of the greatest storytellers in modern 
English literature.

6.2.3.2 W. Somerset Maugham and the 
Modern Short Story

W. Somerset Maugham occupies an import-
ant place in the development of the modern 
English short story. Although he wrote during 
the Modernist period, he did not adopt the 
highly experimental techniques of writers 
such as James Joyce or Virginia Woolf. In-
stead, he preferred straightforward narration, 
well organised plots, and realistic character-
isation. Maugham believed that a good short 
story should be both entertaining and truthful, 
revealing the complexities of human nature 
through ordinary situations. His works are 
known for their clarity, simplicity, psycho-
logical insight, and carefully crafted endings. 
Rather than creating idealised heroes, he por-
trays ordinary men and women whose actions 
are shaped by ambition, fear, desire, guilt, and 
moral weakness. His balanced and objective 
style allows readers to understand the motives 
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of his characters without imposing direct mor-
al judgement.

Another distinctive feature of Maugham's 
short stories is his use of exotic settings and 
irony. Drawing upon his extensive travels 
across Asia and the Pacific Islands, he often 
set his stories in colonial societies where dif-
ferent cultures, beliefs, and values come into 
conflict. These settings provide opportunities 
to examine issues such as power, religion, 
morality, and cultural difference. His stories 
frequently conclude with ironic or unexpected 
endings that expose the gap between outward 
appearances and hidden realities. In “Rain,” 
for example, the seemingly righteous mis-
sionary Davidson is ultimately revealed to be 
a deeply flawed and hypocritical individual. 
Through his realistic storytelling, psycholog-
ical depth, and subtle irony, Maugham trans-
formed the modern short story into a powerful 
medium for exploring the contradictions of 
human nature, securing his place as one of the 
finest storytellers in English literature.

6.2.4 “Rain”

6.2.4.1 Introduction to the Story

“Rain” is one of W. Somerset Maugham's most 
celebrated short stories and is regarded as a 
classic of twentieth century English fiction. 
First published in 1921 under the title “Miss 
Thompson” in The Smart Set, it was later re-
vised and included as “Rain” in the collection 
The Trembling of a Leaf: Stories of the South 
Sea Islands (1921). The story was inspired by 
Maugham's travels through the South Pacific 
and reflects his close observation of colonial 
society, missionary activity, and human be-
haviour. Set in Pago Pago Harbour in Amer-
ican Samoa, the narrative combines an exotic 
tropical setting with a profound psychologi-
cal exploration of morality, guilt, desire, and 
hypocrisy. The story is narrated through the 
perspective of Dr. Macphail, whose calm and 

objective observations allow readers to judge 
the events and characters for themselves.

At the centre of the story is the conflict be-
tween Alfred Davidson, a rigid Christian 
missionary, and Miss Sadie Thompson, a 
prostitute stranded on the island because of a 
quarantine. Davidson's relentless attempts to 
force Miss Thompson to repent gradually ex-
pose not only her emotional vulnerability but 
also his own hidden desires and moral contra-
dictions. The incessant tropical rain creates an 
atmosphere of tension, confinement, and psy-
chological pressure, functioning as a powerful 
symbol throughout the narrative. Through its 
realistic narration, ironic conclusion, and pen-
etrating study of human nature, “Rain” ques-
tions religious fanaticism, challenges moral 
absolutism, and exposes the dangers of hy-
pocrisy. The story remains one of Maugham's 
finest achievements and an enduring example 
of the modern English short story.

6.2.4.2 Summary

“Rain” begins aboard a steamer travelling 
through the South Pacific towards Apia in Sa-
moa. Dr. Alec Macphail and his wife become 
acquainted with Alfred Davidson and his wife, 
a missionary couple returning to their mission 
station. Although the two couples differ in 
temperament, they spend much of the voyage 
together. Mrs. Davidson speaks proudly of 
the work they have done among the Samoan 
people, explaining how they have discouraged 
traditional customs such as dancing and in-
digenous forms of dress, which they regard as 
sinful. As the ship reaches Pago Pago Harbour 
in American Samoa, the passengers learn that 
a member of the crew has contracted measles. 
Because of the quarantine regulations, they 
are forced to remain on the island until the 
danger has passed. With no hotel available, 
they rent rooms in a modest boarding house 
owned by Mr. Horn, a trader of mixed Euro-
pean and Samoan ancestry.
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Fig. 6.2.2 Rain

Life at the boarding house is peaceful until the 
arrival of another guest, Miss Sadie Thomp-
son, who occupies a room downstairs. She 
entertains groups of sailors with loud music, 
drinking, and dancing. Davidson soon discov-
ers that she is a prostitute who had travelled 
from Honolulu and has resumed her profession 
while stranded on the island. Deeply offended 
by what he considers her immoral behaviour, 
Davidson decides that it is his religious duty 
to reform her. He confronts Miss Thompson, 
destroys her gramophone in a fit of anger, and 
begins a relentless campaign to force her to 
repent. He also persuades Mr. Horn to pre-
vent sailors from visiting her room and uses 
his influence with the colonial authorities to 
arrange for her deportation. Davidson insists 
that she must return to San Francisco, where 
she faces a prison sentence that she had previ-
ously escaped.

Desperate to avoid imprisonment, Miss 
Thompson pleads with Dr. Macphail to per-
suade Davidson and the governor to allow 

her to travel instead to Sydney, where she 
hopes to begin a respectable life. Although 
Macphail sympathises with her and appeals to 
the governor, Davidson refuses to change his 
decision. Gradually, Miss Thompson’s confi-
dence breaks down under Davidson's constant 
religious pressure. Once cheerful and defi-
ant, she becomes frightened, withdrawn, and 
emotionally exhausted. She spends her days 
reading the Bible and praying with Davidson, 
who believes that he has finally succeeded in 
saving her soul. Mrs. Davidson proudly prais-
es her husband's spiritual triumph, while Dr. 
Macphail becomes increasingly uneasy about 
Davidson's obsessive involvement with the 
young woman.

On the night before Miss Thompson is sched-
uled to leave for San Francisco, Davidson 
spends several hours alone with her, claiming 
to be preparing her spiritually for the punish-
ment that awaits her. Early the following morn-
ing, Dr. Macphail is summoned to the beach, 
where Davidson's body is discovered with his 
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throat cut by a razor. The doctor concludes that 
the missionary has committed suicide. After 
Mrs. Davidson identifies her husband's body, 
the Macphails return to the boarding house. 
To their surprise, they find Miss Thompson 
once again dressed in her colourful clothes, 
playing her gramophone, and entertaining 
sailors. When Dr. Macphail questions her sud-
den transformation, she bitterly declares that 
all men are the same and calls them "pigs." 
Her words make Macphail realise that David-
son had yielded to the very temptation he had 
condemned, seducing Miss Thompson before 
taking his own life in shame. The story ends 
with the exposure of Davidson's hypocrisy, 
demonstrating the destructive consequences 
of religious fanaticism, moral pride, and the 
repression of human desire.

6.2.4.3 Major Characters

Dr. Alec Macphail

Dr. Alec Macphail is the narrator and central 
observer of the story. A Scottish doctor and a 
veteran of the First World War, he is calm, ra-
tional, and compassionate. Unlike Davidson, 
he does not judge people hastily but prefers 
to understand them through careful obser-
vation. Throughout the story, Macphail re-
mains a voice of reason, sympathising with 
Miss Thompson while becoming increasing-
ly disturbed by Davidson's rigid behaviour. 
Although he rarely interferes directly in the 
events, his gradual realisation of Davidson's 
hypocrisy forms the basis of the story's mor-
al revelation. Through Macphail, Maugham 
presents the values of tolerance, humanity, 
and balanced judgement.

Alfred Davidson

Alfred Davidson is a Christian missionary 
whose religious zeal dominates the narrative. 
Strict, determined, and uncompromising, he 
believes that it is his divine duty to eradicate 

sin wherever he finds it. Davidson views the 
world in absolute moral terms, dividing peo-
ple into the righteous and the sinful. His re-
lentless campaign to reform Miss Thompson 
appears to reflect deep religious conviction, 
but as the story progresses, it becomes clear 
that his obsession is driven by repressed de-
sires. His eventual suicide reveals the conflict 
between his public image of holiness and his 
hidden human weaknesses. Davidson symbo-
lises religious fanaticism, moral arrogance, 
and hypocrisy.

Miss Sadie Thompson

Miss Sadie Thompson is the most dynamic 
character in the story. She is an outspoken, 
confident, and independent woman who earns 
her living as a prostitute. Initially she refuses 
to submit to Davidson's moral authority and 
openly challenges his attempts to reform her. 
When she learns that she must return to San 
Francisco to face imprisonment, however, her 
confidence collapses and she becomes emo-
tionally broken under Davidson's relentless 
pressure. After Davidson's death, she regains 
her bold and defiant personality. Her final 
declaration that "all men are the same" expos-
es Davidson's hypocrisy and reveals her un-
derstanding of human nature. Through Miss 
Thompson, Maugham questions conventional 
ideas about morality and virtue.

Mrs. Davidson

Mrs. Davidson is the devoted wife of the 
missionary. She admires her husband with-
out question and believes completely in the 
righteousness of his mission. She supports 
his strict moral principles and shares his be-
lief that the native people and Miss Thompson 
require spiritual reform. Her unquestioning 
faith prevents her from recognising her hus-
band's inner conflicts and hidden desires. Mrs. 
Davidson represents blind religious devotion 
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and the unquestioning acceptance of moral 
authority.

Mrs. Macphail

Mrs. Macphail is a gentle and practical wom-
an who accompanies her husband throughout 
the journey. Although she respects the Da-
vidsons, she is less rigid in her outlook and 
often shares her husband's discomfort with 
Davidson's extreme behaviour. She performs 
a supporting role in the narrative and helps 
reveal the growing tension within the board-
ing house. Her quiet sympathy and common 
sense provide a contrast to Mrs. Davidson's 
religious severity.

Mr. Horn

Mr. Horn is the owner of the boarding house 
where the travellers are forced to stay during 
the quarantine. A trader of mixed European 
and Samoan ancestry, he attempts to remain 
neutral while managing the conflicting per-
sonalities of his guests. Although he initially 
allows Miss Thompson to receive visitors, 
he eventually submits to Davidson's pressure 
and prevents sailors from entering her room. 
Mr. Horn represents ordinary people who are 
caught between authority and personal free-
dom, often yielding to those who possess 
greater social or moral influence.

6.2.4.4 Themes

One of the central themes of “Rain” is reli-
gious fanaticism and the dangers of moral 
absolutism. Alfred Davidson believes that he 
has a divine duty to eliminate sin and reform 
those whom he considers morally corrupt. His 
strict interpretation of Christianity leaves little 
room for compassion, forgiveness, or under-
standing. Instead of helping Miss Thompson 
through kindness, he subjects her to relentless 
psychological pressure in an attempt to force 
her repentance. Closely connected with this 

is the theme of hypocrisy. Davidson appears 
to be a deeply religious and disciplined mis-
sionary, yet beneath his outward image lies 
an intense inner conflict. His growing obses-
sion with Miss Thompson exposes the differ-
ence between public virtue and private desire. 
Through Davidson's downfall, Maugham sug-
gests that those who judge others most harsh-
ly may themselves be hiding serious moral 
weaknesses.

The story also explores morality, human na-
ture, and the misuse of power. Maugham 
questions the idea that morality can be mea-
sured simply by outward behaviour or strict 
obedience to religious rules. While Davidson 
believes in absolute moral judgement, Dr. 
Macphail approaches people with sympathy 
and understanding. Miss Thompson, despite 
her profession, is open about her past, where-
as Davidson conceals his own emotional 
struggles behind religious authority. The con-
flict between Davidson and Miss Thompson 
also reflects the theme of power and control. 
Davidson uses religion, social influence, and 
even political authority to dominate her life, 
persuading the governor to order her depor-
tation and pressuring her to confess her sins. 
Maugham demonstrates that authority be-
comes dangerous when it is exercised without 
compassion or respect for individual freedom.

Another important theme is the contrast be-
tween sin, guilt, and redemption. Davidson 
insists that Miss Thompson can achieve salva-
tion only through repentance and punishment. 
Although she initially resists his efforts, she 
eventually appears to surrender completely, 
praying with him and accepting his guidance. 
However, the story's conclusion overturns 
these expectations. Davidson is unable to con-
front his own human weaknesses and is de-
stroyed by guilt, while Miss Thompson regains 
her confidence after his death. Maugham also 
examines the attitudes of Western missionar-
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ies during the colonial period. Davidson and 
his wife believe that Samoan customs are in-
ferior and seek to replace local traditions with 
Western religious values. In doing so, the sto-
ry criticises the cultural superiority and moral 
authority often associated with colonialism, 
questioning the right of one culture to impose 
its beliefs upon another.

The contrast between appearance and reali-
ty runs throughout the narrative. Davidson is 
widely respected as a devoted missionary, Mrs 
Davidson believes her husband to be morally 
perfect, and Miss Thompson is dismissed as an 
immoral woman. As the story unfolds, these 
assumptions are gradually reversed, revealing 
the complexity of human character. Maugham 
further reinforces these ideas through the 
symbolic use of the continuous tropical rain. 
The unending rain creates an atmosphere of 
confinement, discomfort, and psychological 
tension, reflecting the emotional struggles of 
the characters. It symbolises guilt, repression, 
and the oppressive force of religious fanati-
cism from which neither Davidson nor Miss 
Thompson can easily escape. Through these 
interconnected themes, “Rain” becomes not 
only a powerful criticism of hypocrisy and 
fanaticism but also a profound exploration of 
morality, compassion, and the complexities of 
human nature.

6.2.4.5 Analysis

“Rain” is regarded as one of W. Somerset 
Maugham’s finest short stories and an out-
standing example of modern psychological 
realism. Although the plot appears straight-
forward, the story explores complex questions 
about morality, religion, power, and human 
nature. Maugham avoids presenting a simple 
conflict between good and evil. Instead, he 
examines the contradictions that exist within 
individuals and demonstrates that human be-
haviour cannot be understood through rigid 

moral categories. Through realistic narration, 
carefully developed characters, and a power-
ful ironic ending, the story reveals how ap-
pearances often conceal deeper emotional and 
psychological truths.

One of the greatest strengths of the story is 
its penetrating study of religious fanaticism 
and hypocrisy. Alfred Davidson believes that 
he has been chosen by God to reform sinners 
and eradicate immorality. His determination 
to save Miss Thompson is driven more by 
moral certainty than by compassion or under-
standing. Rather than treating her as a fellow 
human being, he attempts to dominate and 
transform her through fear, guilt, and relent-
less psychological pressure. As the narrative 
progresses, Davidson's obsession gradually 
exposes the conflict between his public image 
and his hidden desires. The dramatic conclu-
sion reveals that the man who condemns sin 
most fiercely is himself unable to overcome 
his own weaknesses. Through Davidson's 
downfall, Maugham exposes the dangers of 
self righteousness and demonstrates how un-
checked moral absolutism can become de-
structive both to the individual and to others.

The story is equally remarkable for its psy-
chological depth and subtle characterisation. 
Dr Macphail serves as the moral centre of the 
narrative, observing events with sympathy, 
patience, and scientific objectivity rather than 
harsh judgement. Through his perspective, 
readers witness the emotional transforma-
tion of Miss Thompson, who changes from 
a confident and defiant woman into someone 
apparently broken by Davidson's relentless 
campaign of repentance. However, the final 
reversal reveals that her submission was not 
the result of genuine spiritual renewal but of 
emotional manipulation. Maugham's portray-
al of these characters challenges convention-
al ideas of virtue and vice, suggesting that 
morality is far more complex than outward 
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appearances suggest. The isolated setting of 
Pago Pago and the continuous tropical rain 
further strengthen this psychological atmo-
sphere. The unending rain creates a sense of 
confinement and emotional tension, symbolis-
ing guilt, repression, and the growing conflict 
between desire and religious discipline.

Another important aspect of the story is its 
criticism of colonial attitudes and cultural su-
periority. Davidson and his wife believe that 
Western Christian values are universally supe-
rior and attempt to impose their beliefs upon 
both Miss Thompson and the Samoan peo-

ple. Through the missionary's moral failure, 
Maugham questions the assumption that re-
ligious authority or colonial power automati-
cally implies moral superiority. The story ulti-
mately argues that compassion, tolerance, and 
understanding are more valuable than rigid 
judgement and self righteousness. Through its 
realistic narrative, psychological insight, sym-
bolic setting, and ironic conclusion, “Rain” 
remains one of the greatest achievements of 
the modern English short story. Its exploration 
of faith, desire, hypocrisy, guilt, and human 
weakness continues to make it relevant and 
thought provoking for readers today.

	f Katherine Mansfield is one of the pioneers of the modern psychological short 
story.

	f “Prelude” is based on Mansfield's childhood memories of her family's move to a 
new home in New Zealand.

	f The story presents family life through a series of interconnected episodes rather 
than a conventional plot.

	f Kezia Burnell represents childhood innocence, curiosity, and imagination.
	f The aloe plant functions as an important symbol of endurance, loneliness, and 
emotional growth.

	f “Prelude” explores themes such as family relationships, childhood, identity, and 
the position of women.

	f W. Somerset Maugham is renowned for his realistic storytelling and psychologi-
cal insight.

	f “Rain” is set in Pago Pago Harbour during a period of quarantine.
	f The conflict between Alfred Davidson and Miss Sadie Thompson forms the cen-
tral action of the story.

	f The story exposes the dangers of religious fanaticism and moral hypocrisy.
	f The continuous tropical rain symbolises psychological tension, guilt, and emo-
tional oppression.

	f Dr. Macphail represents sympathy, tolerance, and balanced judgement throughout 
the narrative.

	f Both stories employ psychological realism to explore the hidden complexities of 
human nature.

Recap
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	f Mansfield and Maugham use symbolism and irony to reveal deeper meanings 
beneath ordinary events.

	f The prescribed stories remain significant contributions to the development of the 
modern English short story.

1.	 Who wrote “Prelude”?
2.	 What was the original title of “Prelude”?
3.	 Which family is portrayed in “Prelude”?
4.	 Who is the youngest child in the Burnell family?
5.	 What does the aloe plant symbolise in “Prelude”?
6.	 Who wrote “Rain”?
7.	 Where is “Rain” set?
8.	 Who narrates “Rain”?
9.	 Who is Alfred Davidson?
10.	Why are the travellers forced to stay in Pago Pago?
11.	Who is Miss Sadie Thompson?
12.	What happens to Davidson at the end of the story?
13.	What does the continuous rain symbolise?
14.	Which literary movement is Katherine Mansfield closely associated with?
15.	What common feature do both prescribed stories share?

Objective Questions

1.	 Katherine Mansfield
2.	 The Aloe
3.	 The Burnell family
4.	 Kezia Burnell
5.	 Endurance, loneliness, and emotional growth
6.	 W. Somerset Maugham
7.	 Pago Pago Harbour in American Samoa
8.	 Dr. Alec Macphail
9.	 A Christian missionary
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10.	Because of a measles quarantine
11.	A prostitute stranded on the island
12.	He commits suicide
13.	Psychological tension, guilt, and emotional oppression
14.	Modernism
15.	Both explore human psychology through modern narrative techniques

1.	 Prepare a character sketch of Linda Burnell or Alfred Davidson.
2.	 Analyse the symbolism of the aloe plant in “Prelude.”
3.	 Examine the portrayal of religious fanaticism and hypocrisy in “Rain.”
4.	 Discuss the treatment of family life and psychological realism in “Prelude.”
5.	 Compare “Prelude” and “Rain” as representative examples of the modern English 

short story.

Assignments

1.	 Mansfield, Katherine. Bliss and Other Stories. Penguin Classics.
2.	 Maugham, W. Somerset. The Trembling of a Leaf: Stories of the South Sea Is-

lands. Vintage Classics.
3.	 Hunter, Adrian. The Cambridge Introduction to the Short Story in English. Cam-

bridge University Press.
4.	 Head, Dominic. The Modernist Short Story: A Study in Theory and Practice. 

Cambridge University Press.
5.	 May, Charles E. The New Short Story Theories. Ohio University Press.

Suggested Reading
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Model Question Paper Sets
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SREENARAYANAGURU OPEN UNIVERSITY
MODEL QUESTION PAPER - I

QP CODE: ………	 	 	 	 	 	             Reg. No: ………...............

	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	             Name: ……………….......

FIFTH SEMESTER BA ENGLISH LANGUAGE AND LITERATURE ( Honours ) 
EXAMINATION

MAJOR CORE COURSE 

SGB24EG306MC - ENGLISH LITERATURE FROM 1900 TO 1945 

(CBCS - UG)
2024-25 - Admission Onwards

Time: 3 Hours                                                                                                       Max Marks: 70

SECTION A

Answer any eight of the following questions in one word or sentence

(8 x 1 = 8)
1.	 Which political issue dominated British politics during the early twentieth  

century?
2.	 Who founded the Abbey Theatre in Dublin along with Lady Gregory?
3.	 Which literary movement was led by Ezra Pound and influenced twentieth  

century poetry?
4.	 What occasion is celebrated in "Poem in October"?
5.	 Name the critic who wrote Practical Criticism.
6.	 Which narrative technique is most closely associated with James Joyce?
7.	 Who created the character Professor Higgins?
8.	 Which play is set on the Aran Islands?
9.	 What does the dancing men code represent in Doyle's story?
10.	Who is the narrator of "Rain"	

SECTION B

Answer any six of the following questions in one or two sentences

(6 x 2 = 12)
11.	Mention any two consequences of the First World War on British society.
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12.	Distinguish between Imagism and Symbolism.
13.	Mention any two major themes of The Waste Land.
14.	What are the main features of the detective novel?
15.	State Orwell's views on "dying metaphors."
16.	What does Byzantium represent in "Sailing to Byzantium"?
17.	Why does Margaret Schlegel wish to preserve Howards End?
18.	Mention any two themes of "Prelude."

	   SECTION C

Answer any six of the following questions in one paragraph

(6 x 5 = 30)
19.	Explain the major social and political developments in Britain during the  

Edwardian and Georgian periods.
20.	Discuss the major characteristics of Modernist poetry.
21.	Discuss Synge's portrayal of fate and suffering in Riders to the Sea.
22.	Discuss the contribution of T. S. Eliot to twentieth century literary criticism.
23.	Analyse "Dulce et Decorum Est" as an anti-war poem.
24.	Explain Shaw's treatment of class and language in Pygmalion.
25.	Discuss Orwell's views on language and politics in "Politics and the English  

Language."
26.	Analyse the detective methods employed by Sherlock Holmes in "The Adventure 

of the Dancing Men."

	 SECTION D

Answer any two of the following questions in 300 words each

(2x10=20)
27.	Examine the major characteristics of the Irish Literary Revival and evaluate the 

contributions of W. B. Yeats and J. M. Synge. 
28.	Analyse A Portrait of an Artist as a Young Man as a Modernist novel, discussing 

Stephen Dedalus' search for identity and Joyce's narrative technique.
29.	Critically examine Pygmalion as a problem play, highlighting Shaw's treatment of 

class, language, and social reform.
30.	Analyse W. H. Auden's "In Memory of W. B. Yeats" as an elegy on the role of the 

poet and poetry
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SREENARAYANAGURU OPEN UNIVERSITY
MODEL QUESTION PAPER - II

QP CODE: ………	 	 	 	 	 	             Reg. No: ………...............

	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	             Name: ……………….......

FIFTH SEMESTER BA ENGLISH LANGUAGE AND LITERATURE ( Honours ) 
EXAMINATION

MAJOR CORE COURSE 

SGB24EG306MC - ENGLISH LITERATURE FROM 1900 TO 1945 

(CBCS - UG)
2024-25 - Admission Onwards

Time: 3 Hours                                                                                                       Max Marks: 70

SECTION A

Answer any eight of the following questions in one word or sentence

(8 x 1 = 8)
1.	 Which economic crisis affected Britain during the 1930s?
2.	 Who is regarded as the father of the modern problem play?
3.	 Which critic introduced the concept of "Practical Criticism"?
4.	 Which novelist is associated with the stream of consciousness technique?
5.	 What disease causes the quarantine in "Rain"?
6.	 Name a play written by J. M. Synge .
7.	 What does the aloe plant symbolise in "Prelude"?
8.	 Who is the author of Howards End?
9.	 Which character deciphers the dancing men code?
10.	What is the profession of Walter Bates in "The Odour of Chrysanthemums"?

SECTION B

Answer any six of the following questions in one or two sentences

(6 x 2 = 12)
11.	Mention any two causes for the decline of the British Empire.
12.	What are the major features of the Irish Literary Revival?
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13.	Mention two images that make "Sea Fever" memorable.
14.	What picture of military life is presented in "A Subaltern"?
15.	State any two ideas discussed by Raymond Williams in "When Was Modernism?"
16.	Why does Leonard Bast become an important character in Howards End?
17.	Explain the meaning of the line "Things fall apart; the centre cannot hold."
18.	Mention any two characteristics of Katherine Mansfield's short fiction.

	 SECTION C

Answer any six of the following questions in one paragraph

(6 x 5 = 30)
19.	Discuss the impact of the First and Second World Wars on twentieth century  

English literature.
20.	Explain the major characteristics of the New Drama with reference to Ibsen's 

influence.
21.	Examine the contribution of Virginia Woolf to twentieth century literary criticism 

and Modernism.
22.	Discuss the characteristics of the psychological novel.
23.	Analyse W. B. Yeats' "Sailing to Byzantium."
24.	Examine the significance of language and transformation in Pygmalion.
25.	Analyse the character of Margaret Schlegel in Howards End.
26.	Discuss the themes of religious fanaticism and hypocrisy in "Rain."

	 SECTION D

Answer any two of the following questions in 300 words each

(2x10=20)
27.	Discuss the emergence of the stream of consciousness novel, referring to Dorothy 

Richardson, James Joyce, and Virginia Woolf.
28.	Critically analyse T. S. Eliot's The Waste Land as a landmark of Modernist poetry.
29.	Discuss George Orwell's "Politics and the English Language" as a critique of po-

litical language and linguistic decay.
30.	Discuss "The Adventure of the Dancing Men" as a detective fiction 
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