
 

−1− 

 

English 4660: Contemporary British Literature 

Table of Contents 

 

 

 

 

To Get us Started: 

Syllabus       2 

For Graduate Students     8 

Contemporary British Literature   9 

Modernism       12 

Postmodernism      14 

Literary Theory      15 

 

 

The Essay: 

Essay        19 

Essay Checklist      21 

 

Information: 

Bluebeard       22 

The British Invasion     23 

British Sitcoms      30 

List of Readings       36 

“Church Going” Philip Larkin    38 

Ways to Talk about Poetry    40 

A Song of Patriotic Prejudice    42 

Sample Presentation Flyer    43 

MLA Documentation     45 

Sample Essay      47 

 

 

  



 

−2− 

 

 

English 4660: Contemporary British Literature 

 3 Credit Hours       Tuesday and Thursday 10:30 a.m. – 11:45 a.m. 

Fall Semester 2015 
 
Instructor: Dr. Judy Elsley 
Office:  Elizabeth Hall 426 
Office Phone: 626-6801       
E-mail:  jelsley@weber.edu 
Office Hours:  Tuesday and Thursday 12 noon to 1:15 pm and by appointment 

 
 
Required Text: 
The Broadview Anthology of British Literature: Volume 6 “The Twentieth Century and Beyond” 
ISBN: 1-55111-614-6 
 

Class Purpose: 
The purpose of this class is to introduce you to a wide variety of contemporary British literature, 
written primarily in the second half of the last century. Because we are still living in 
“contemporary” times, it's hard to know what will be considered great literature in a hundred 
years’ time. So view this class as a buffet where we'll experience a variety of British texts that 
have had significant impact in the last 50 years. The overarching question that shapes this course 
is: “What does it mean to be British in contemporary times?” 
 
We’ll also watch British sitcoms because television becomes an increasingly important “text” in 
contemporary times, and the line between “high” and “low” culture is not always clear.  In terms 
of organization, we'll mostly work through the decades in chronological order, starting with the 
1960's, and ending with the new century. I hope we learn a lot and have fun this semester. 
 
We’ll read, write about, and discuss poetry, short stories, plays, TV shows, pop music, and a few 
essays. You can anticipate plenty of reading and writing in this class.  
 
Learning Outcomes for this class: 
· to savor a variety of texts from the last 60 years by writers who have ties to Great Britain; 
· to contextualize those texts in terms of the history and culture of Great Britain; 
· to develop your analytical skills through journal writing and class discussion; 
· to practice the art and logic of essay writing; 
· to enjoy the class. 
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Assignments:   

 

1. Attendance and Participation:      15% 
We’ll spend a lot of time in discussion this semester, both as a whole class and in groups. The 
success of the class depends, therefore, on your active participation. For that reason, your 
participation grade will be based on attendance, working on the basis that you can’t participate if 
you aren’t in class.  
 
Here’s how it will work: You have 2 “freebies” for the day you were sick, the day your car 
wouldn’t start, the day you couldn’t find a babysitter, etc. Every absence counts, regardless of the 
reason. After those 2 absences, any more will affect your grade in the following way: 0-2 absence 
=A; 3 absences =A-; 4 absences =B+; 5 absences =B, and so on. I keep an attendance record, and 
will count your absences at the end of the semester to figure out your attendance grade. 
 
You can contact me to find out what you missed and/or homework, but sometimes it’s easier for 
you to ask a peer.  Let’s gather some contact information: 
 

 

Name: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

E-mail: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Phone number: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

2. Journal:          35% 
The purpose of writing a journal is two-fold: 
For me: your journal writing shows me that you’ve done the reading, thought about, and 
understood what you read. 
For you: your journal is designed to encourage you to prepare for class discussion, to become 
familiar with the reading, and to figure out what you understand and what you don't. Your journal 
is a place to relax and explore the class material without judgement. You'll write one full, single-

spaced page per class session. Hand in your journal after each class session. Please computer 
generate your journal entries. In the top left hand corner of each journal, print:  
Name:   
Date:   
Topic: 
 
You won’t get journal credit if: 
● You don’t give me an honest, full, single-spaced page. No extra-large margins or big type 

please. You may, of course, write more than one page per class. 
● I can’t tell from your writing if you’ve done the assigned reading carefully, and 

understood what you read. 
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● You don’t hand in your work during our class session. (No late work, please!) 
● You don’t do the writing. 
 
I won't grade you on spelling or grammar, but I will ask you to rewrite if I’m stumbling over too 
many errors. Your grade will be based on how many full pages you hand in. You have two 
freebies, and after that you’ll lose points if you don’t hand in a journal: -2= A; -3=A-; -4=B+; 
-5=B and so on.  
 
I will give you a journal topic or question each class session to give focus to your writing and our 
discussion. You’re free, however, to write about something else, so long as it’s related to our 
reading, and fulfils the journal requirements stated above. 
 
Please ask to see my record book at any time during the semester if you’re concerned about your 
attendance or journal. We can check my record keeping accuracy, and figure your grade for 
attendance and the journal by looking at my grade book. 
 
Please Note: You earn a hefty part of your grade (50%) through the journal and attendance 
because I consider them so important in this class. Think of attendance and journals as a two-step 
process. First, you read the texts and wrestle with them on your own in the journal. Then, you 
come to class and take part in the discussion to find fuller meanings in what you’ve read. You get 
credit for participating in each step through attendance and your journal. A little Math will show 
you that it doesn’t take more than a couple of missing pages and a few absences for your grade to 
drop. There’s no extra credit in this class. 
 
Late work policy:  If you have a problem with a due date, please talk to me before the work is 
due. I don't accept late work unless you and I have negotiated a new date before the official due 
date has passed. This includes sickness, death in the family, or any other emergency. Please don’t 
come to class after a week’s absence and ask me to accept your late work. 

 

3. Essay:  Due date: Thursday, November 14th    20% 
Which text we’ve read this semester has had the most impact on you? For your essay, you will 
focus on that text, explaining its significance in time and place, and then explain why and how it 
has impacted you. You will find a detailed explanation in the class packet.  
 
I encourage you to talk with me about your essay. I’ll brainstorm ideas with you, and work 
through a draft if you bring it to me.  
 
Discussion of class paper:  Thursday October 15th 
Work on the paper:  Thursday October 24th and Thursday November 7th 
Paper due:  Thursday  November 14th  

 

4. Oral Presentation:        15 % 
Every time we read a new author, I’d like to turn part of the class over to you. Using the Internet 
as your main resource, you will either work on your own or with another student to present 
material on a particular writer and text. 
Your presentation will be composed of two parts: 

● An attractive and clear handout that: 
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* introduces us to your writer’s biography; 
* includes an annotated list of your writer’s bibliography; 
* gives pertinent quotes by and about your writer that provide insight into your 

writer’s work; 
* explains why your writer would be included in this class; 
* includes a picture of your writer. 

● Using your handout as a guide, take about 10 minutes to introduce us orally to your writer.  
● Find video clips from such sites as YouTube to illustrate your writer’s work and life.  

If you’re working as a pair, I suggest that you divide up the work.. However, I will give 
you a group grade.  

 
After your presentation, I will give a grade based on: 

● Whether you used the time productively to teach us something worth knowing about your 
author and his/her writing. In other words, don’t waste our time: your goal is to educate us 
in an engaging way. 

● Your careful preparation for your presentation: Do you know your material? Are you well 
organized? Did you make your presentation in a way that’s clear and smooth? Did you 
keep us interested and engaged ? Did you include relevant internet clips? 

● A written journal page (you can replace one of my assignments with this one) explaining 
what you did to prepare for your session. 

 
You can choose the following writers on a first come, first serve basis: 

Philip Larkin 
The End of the Empire 
Harold Pinter 
Joseph Conrad 
Chinua Achebe 
Ngugi Wa Thiong’o 
Hanif Kureishi 
Ted Hughes 
Seamus Heaney  
Tom Stoppard 
Paul Muldoon 
John Cleese and Graham Chapman 
Salmon Rushdie 
Angela Carter 

  Carol Ann Duffy 
Jeanette Winterson 
Zadie Smith 
 

 
 
 

5. Final Exam:         15%  
I’ll give you lots of feedback on your essay, and return it to you within a week of receiving it 
from you. For your final exam, you’ll revise that essay for a better grade. If you earned an “A” the 
first time round, you don’t have to do a final exam. If you do minimal revision of the essay, you’ll 
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earn a lower grade. Both essay grades will count when I figure your final grade.   

Due: Thursday, December 5th  
 

Your Grade: 
Attendance and class participation:  15% 
Journal, twice a week: 35% 
Oral Presentation: 15% 
Essay: 20% 
Final exam: 15%  

Total:         100% 
 
Class Expectations: The syllabus is a contract between you and me. You can expect me to: 
● attend class regularly, and on time; 
● stick to the syllabus. If there's any reason for change, I'll discuss it with you before 

implementing that change; 
● return your work, graded, within a week of the due date; 
● attend my office hours on a reliable basis. 
 
In return, I expect you to: 
● attend class regularly, and on time; 
● do the work conscientiously, and honestly; 
● meet the course deadlines for reading and writing; 
● take part in the life of the class by entering into discussions and group work. 
 
I will talk with you if I have any difficulty meeting my expectations. Please contact me if you face 
any challenges fulfilling your responsibilities to this class.  
 

Core Beliefs: 
According to PPM 6-22 IV, students are to “determine, before the last day to drop courses 
without penalty, when course requirements conflict with a student’s core beliefs. If there is such a 
conflict, the student should consider dropping the class. A student who finds this solution 
impracticable may request a resolution from the instructor. This policy does not oblige the 
instructor to grant the request, except in those cases when a denial would be arbitrary and 
capricious or illegal. This request must be made to the instructor in writing and the student must 
deliver a copy of the request to the department head. The student’s request must articulate the 
burden the requirement would place on the student’s beliefs.” 
 
Please talk with me if you experience any conflict of core beliefs; you and I can almost always 
negotiate a way forward without taking the formal route described above. 
 

Schedule  
 

Week 1:  
Tuesday, September 1st  Introduction to the class 
Thursday, September 3rd   British Literature since 1950  
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Week 2:  1960's 
Tuesday September 8th   Post-modernism and how to read poetry 
Thursday September 10th    Philip Larkin: poetry (698)  
 
Week 3 :  
Tuesday September 15th     Pop music: The British Invasion 
Thursday September 17th   Harold Pinter: The Homecoming  (735)  
 
 
Week 4:  The Empire Writes Back   
Tuesday September 22nd  The End of the Empire  
Thursday September 24th   Chinua Achebe  (805) 
 

Week 5:    
Tuesday September 29th  Ngugi Wa Thiong’o: Decolonising the Mind  (852) 
Thursday October 1st    Kazuo Kureishi: My Son the Fanatic (1012) 

 
Week 6 : 1970's  
Tuesday October 6th    Watch Are You Being Served? (1973) 
Thursday October 8th    Ted Hughes (765) 
 
Week 7:    
Tuesday October 13th   Seamus Heaney (819) 
Thursday October 15th  Discuss essay  

 
Week 8 :      
Tuesday October 20th               Tom Stoppard: Professional Foul (884) 
Thursday October 22nd  John Cleese and Graham Chapman (975) 
 

Week 9 :       
Tuesday October 22nd   Fawlty Towers 
Thursday October 24th   Work on the essay 

 
Week 10:    
Tuesday October 29th                  Salmon Rushdie: Is Nothing Sacred? (982)    
Thursday October 31st          Paul Muldoon   (2941) 
 
 

Week 11: 1990s   
Tuesday  November 5th  Angela Carter: The Bloody Chamber (953) 
Thursday  November 7th    Work on the essay 
 

Week 12 : 2000s 
Tuesday  November 12th  Carol Ann Duffy (1028) 
Thursday  November 14th        Watch AbFab (1993)  Essay due 
 
Week 13 :   
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Tuesday, November 19th         Jeanette Winterson: Lives of the Saints (1062) 
Thursday  November 21st        Zadie Smith: Hanwell in Hell (1066)  

 

Week 14: 
Tuesday, November 26th  Watch The Office (2002) 
Thursday, November 28th       Thanksgiving   

 

Week 15 
Tuesday, December 3rd  Prepare for final essay 
Thursday, December 5th  What’s happening now in Great Britain? 
 

If you are taking this class as a graduate student: 

1. Choose an author in our anthology who we are not studying this semester, and read some 

of his or her work. For example, if you select Roddy Doyle,  you’ll read two of his novels, and 3 

short stories.  Make a proposal to me listing the reading you intend to do, and why you made that 

choice. We’ll then negotiate that list together.  Due date: Thursday September 17th 

2. Do a survey of scholarship on your author, writing an annotated bibliography of the 

secondary sources on each article you read.  You’ll probably write one single-spaced page per 

article. My expectation is that you’ll read about 5 articles, none earlier than 1985.  For each 

article: 

● Identify the theoretical point of view the author is taking; 

● Summarize the main points the author makes; 

● Comment on the article.  

 

3. Write a paper focused on the significance of your author: 

● Who influenced Doyle, and in what ways?  

● What influence does his writing have in this period, both in terms of his impact on society 

and on other writers?  

● What unique contribution does your author make to the canon of contemporary literature? 

The paper should follow correct MLA format, with a bibliography and works cited page. 

 

4. Put all your work together in a portfolio that includes your reading list, the 

annotated bibliography, and your significance essay. 

 

Contemporary British Literature 

The period spans from the end of WWII to the present, approximately 60 years. 
 

Social and political events: 

Throughout the period: 
● Continuing conflict with N. Ireland: IRA 
● Reign of Elizabeth II, from 1952 to present.  
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1950s: 
● Aftermath of WWII: rationing; rebuilding of bombed cities; Churchill retires; availability of 

education and health care through the welfare state. 
“Writers such as Waugh, Eliot, Coward, Priestley and Betjeman seemed to proffer visions of an 
England which was in the process of disappearing. It was not simply that their views of England were 
outdated. Rather, they were themselves conscious that postwar England necessarily meant the end of 
prewar certainties and lifestyles.” (John Brannigan, Literature, Culture and Society in Postwar 
England, 1945-1965, p.3) 
● Active decolonization: 
“Within fifty years Britain found itself transformed from the dominant global power into a relatively 
small and, for a time, impoverished island nation, no longer a dictator of the world's history, but 
merely part of it.” (The Longman Anthology, p. 2006) 
● “Angry Young” writers react against the experiment and innovation of modernism through 

anger, dissent and suspicion. (John Osborne's Look Back in Anger) These writers often came 
from working class backgrounds as social class becomes less rigid. 

 
“We are not living in an exciting literary period, but a dull one. We are not producing masterpieces.” 
(Doris Lessing, “The Small Voice,” in Declaration, 1957, p.22. 
 
1960s: 
● Boom time: Prime minister Harold Macmillan: "most of our people have never had it so 

good." (1957); due in part to the discovery of oil off the Scottish coast. 
● “Swinging London”: mini-skirts and the Beatles. 1968 state censorship of theater abolished.  
“The representation of sexuality, in both a realistic and metaphorical sense, as part of potential subject 
matter for drama, was finally liberated.” (Michelene Wandor, Drama Today: A Critical Guide to 
British Drama 1970-1990, 1999, p. 10) 
● Quicker, easier transportation: Hovercraft developed for channel crossings; transatlantic 

flights become affordable and quicker. 
● Immigration:  
“Through the 1950s and 1960s large groups of people from the Caribbean and from Asia came into 
the country, beginning to establish the basis of a multicultural society; products of Britain's colonial 
past now settling into the fabric of British life.” (Michelene Wandor, Drama Today: A Critical Guide 
to British Drama 1970-1990, 1999, p. 8) 
 
1970s: 
● bitter disputes between unions and government. 
● “The British were, on the whole, better fed, better housed, better clothed, cleaner and warmer 

than at any time in their history.”  http://www.britannia.com  

 
1980s: 
● Margaret Thatcher's tight economic control, the privatization of industry and "dismantling" 

(when possible) of the Welfare State.  
“For many, the main achievement of the Iron lady was to free her country from the iron grip of the 
trade unions. For others, it was the restoration of British pride in the victory in the Falklands. For 
most, it was apparent that Britain was beginning to come to terms with the loss of much of its heavy 
industry and the increasing reliance on finance, communications, oil, insurance, tourism, accounting 
and other service industries.” http://www.britannia.com  
 
“Despite the power and immense reputation she acquired world-wide, there was always scathing and 
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vocal opposition to her within Britain, as she privatized the universities and abolished tenure, made 
inroads on the National Health Service, dissolved city councils and established poll taxes.” (The 
Longman Anthology, p. 2011) 
 
1990s: 
● Swing to the political left:  
“Tony Blair was thus able to inherit an economy free from the dreaded "British disease" (militant 
trade unions, over-regulation, vacillating government policies and a foolish disdain toward 
entrepreneurship).”  http://www.britannia.com 
● Limited independence established for Wales (Assembly) and Scotland (Devolution). 
● Entry into European Union   
● House of Lord disbanded: end of hereditary political positions 

 
“The literature and culture of 1945 to 1965, then, is inextricably bound to historical views and images 
of the period, and is cited as evidence of the changing structure and fabric of British society of this 
time.” (John Brannigan, Literature, Culture and Society in Postwar England, 1945-1965, p.10) 
 
2000s: 
● New confidence “During the millennium celebrations of 2000, Britain was as confident, as 

untied, and as prosperous as she had been at any time since the great celebrations over the 
Diamond Jubilee of Queen Victoria, 100 years before Tony Blair, New Labour, and “Cool 
Britannia.”  (Broadview Anthology, 629) 

● Response to terrorism: both at home with London Transport bombings of 2005, and in support 
of the U.S. Radical elements of English Muslims. 

● Rise of incivlity and hooliganism: Stereotypyical English good manners break down with 
soccer violence and “lager louts.” 

 
Themes we'll find in the literature: 
● This period can be characterized as Great Britain's search for identity: what does it mean to be 

British in the late Twentieth Century?   
“The building of the British Empire may be compared to an explosion, although a slow one. An 
explosion is the result of tremendous concentrated force seeking an outlet. An implosion generates 
energy by the need to fill a suddenly occurring vacuum, which I have found an appropriate metaphor 
of the situation faced by a Britain voided of Empire, leaving that “space” for filling, not surprisingly 
with the global inheritance left by the explosion.”(Lars Sauerberg,  Intercultural Voices in 
Contemporary British Literature, 2001, p.11) 
 
● Globalization:  
Britain becomes “a cultural entrepot, a place of flux and reflux, differently but intricately connected to 
both Europe and the United States, historically and problematically to the Indian subcontinent and 
Africa.” (Fischer and Norfolk , New Writing 8,  1999, p. xiii) 

 
“The situations of Conrad, Eliot, James, Auden and Isherwood are in certain ways exemplary of what 
has happened to English literature in the twentieth century. It is both English, and it is not. It is both 
British and it is not. What really matters is that English literature, rather than being confined to an 
insular Poets' Corner, now belongs in and to a wider world.” Sanders, The Short Oxford History of 
English Literature, 1994, p. 15) 
 
● Regionalization:  
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“Within Britain certain trends suggesting upheaval are discernible, since the balance is currently being 
shifted in favor of Scotland, Northern Ireland and Wales, with England proper apparently lagging 
behind.”(Lars Sauerberg,  Intercultural Voices in Contemporary British Literature, 2001, p.2) 
  
“It is possible to see UK literature both as fragmenting into regional writings and in the process of 
being reforged into something new, transcending traditional, regional boundaries.” (Sauerberg, 2) 
 
 

Characteristics of contemporary British literature 
● trans-national and inter-cultural 
● a return to traditional form, particularly in the novel 
● the Empire writes back 
● linguistic versatility: variants of English 
● gender issues:  
“New technological consumer affluence brought labour-saving devices for the housewife, vacuum 
cleaners, fridges, more efficient stoves, all the things we now take for granted. Matching advertising 
campaigns emphasized the self-sufficiency of each family unit. One of the effects of this was to 
isolate the woman at the center of her individual family. In part this gave rise to a new wave of 
feminism in British life in the 1960s.” (Michelene Wandor, Drama Today: A Critical Guide to British 
Drama 1970-1990, 1999, p. 8) 
● high and low culture merge 

 
“In recent years British writing has been invigorated from “below,” as well as from “outside.” (The 
Longman Anthology, p. 2013) 
 
“One of the exciting aspects of British literature after WWII, then, is its very incoherence.” (The 

Longman Anthology, p. 2  
Dr. Judy Elsley  
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What is British Modernism? 

 

Approximate dates: 1890’s (Death of Queen Victoria in 1901) to 1940’s (WWII) 

 

Significant Events: 

1. WW I: 1914-1917. Broke down authority and respect between the old incompetents and 

the young in the trenches. 

2. Loss of the Empire: In 1900, Britain owned 13 million square miles of land, and governed 

370 million people, representing one fifth of the globe. "The Empire was held together by bluff 

and born of extreme self-confidence." G.H. Bantock 

3. Depression and unemployment in England: 1930’s. 

4. WWII: 1939-1945. A time of challenge and austerity. 

5. Increased interest in women’s rights. 

 

Significant Ideas: 

Religion: Charles Darwin’s On the Origin of Species by Means of Natural Selection (1859) 

introduced the idea of Evolution, suggesting that the story of Genesis was metaphorical rather 

than literal. Sir James Frazier’s The Golden Bough (1890) approached Christianity from an 

anthropological point of view, seeing it as another pagan ritual, one among many. 

 

Political Theory: Karl Marx wrote Das Kapital in 1867, countering the hierarchy of social classes 

with the concept of Marxism. The Russian Revolution took place in 1917. 

 

Human identity and sexuality: Sigmund Freud’s Interpretation of Dreams (1900) explored human 

unconscious, and the importance of childhood sexuality. His work led to the widespread 

acceptance of Psychoanalysis. 

 

Science: Albert Einstein’s Restricted Theory of Relativity (1905), and General Theory of 

Relativity (1917) introduced the concept of Relativity. 

 

Characteristics of Modernism: 

--This 50 year period was a time of radical change, disconcerting new ideas, and the erosion of all 

that seemed stable and abiding. 

--A gulf existed between public and private domains. The individual felt him/herself alienated 

from a society that seemed corrupt and decaying. A shift took place from reliance on society to 

reliance on self. 

--There was a loss of faith in traditional beliefs, and at the same time, a struggle to find a new and 

more personal moral order. 

--There was a shift from relying on religion to relying on science as a solution to problems. 

--Technology leads to increased mobility, wider public communication, and the availability of t.v. 

and radio. 

--The growth of city life meshed with the decline of rural life. By 1911, 80% of England and 

Wales lived in an urban setting. 
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Literature of the time reflects a growing sense of individual alienation, fragmentation, and 

disillusionment. Society has lost its sense of cohesion, and the individual questions commonly 

held beliefs that bind society together. Writers seek to disrupt, shock, and criticize middle-class 

complacency. There was a tremendous literary output from these troubled times. 

 

Many of the literary influences are not English. Conrad is Polish, Yeats and Joyce are Irish, and 

Pound and Eliot are American. Even Lawrence chooses to live much of his adult life outside 

England. 

 

Modernism is "aesthetic concentration, imaginative intensity and boldness, individual sensibility, 

irreverence for purely social values, and contempt for the immediate past." Stephen Spender 

 

 

English 4650: Quotes about Modernism 

In or about December 1910, human character changed. 

Virginia Woolf, "Mr. Bennett and Mrs. Brown," 1923 

 

July 1st, 1914, the 19th Century came to an end, and the Existential revolt ceased to be a revolt. It 

became the mirror of an experienced reality.   Paul Tillich, The Courage To Be. 

 

The local order has been broken up or is being broken up all over the world, and everywhere 

societies deliquesce, everywhere men are afloat amidst the wreckage of their flooded conventions, 

and still tremendously unaware of the thing that has happened. 

H.G. Wells, A Modern Utopia, 1905 

 

The last years have been years of demolition....And Art has been demolishing for us; Nietzsche, 

the Christian religion as it stood; Hardy, our faith in our own endeavors; Flaubert, our belief in 

love. Now, for us, it is all smashed, we can see the whole again. 

D.H. Lawrence, from a review of Georgian Poetry, 1912. 

 

I think one of the reasons why I stopped writing novels is that the social aspect of the world 

changed so much. I had been accustomed to write about the old-fashioned world with its homes 

and its family life and its comparative peace. All that went, and though I can think about the new 

world, I cannot put it into fiction. E.M. Forster 

 

To Freud, man is a biological phenomenon, a prey to instinctual desires and their redirection in 

the face of harsh reality; he is therefore in the Darwinian tradition, simply a part of nature. To 

Marxists, he is the outcome of economic and social forces, as much the product of evolutionary 

necessity as any to be found in the natural world. 

G.H.Bantock,  The Modern Age: Pelican Guide to English Literature. 

 

The world passed out of the hands of God into the hands of man. Rainier Maria Rilke 
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Some Characteristics of Postmodernism  

(also referred to as “post-structuralism” or “deconstruction”) 

Postmodernism is interested in the playful questioning of the cultural norms and standards we 

take for granted. In other words, a postmodernist wants to interrogate the ideologies or belief 

systems that underlie our society. 

 

The most common way a postmodernist goes about raising those kinds of questions is by 

reversing binary opposites. Most of our ideas come to us in a framework of binaries. For example, 

we understand light because we also know dark; we know what it means to be a woman because 

we see what it is to be a man; we recognize wealth because we’re familiar with poverty. There’s a 

privileged term in each pair, so light is privileged over dark, male over female (in a patriarchal 

society), rich over poor (in a capitalist society). The postmodernist flips those binaries in order to 

call into question the assumptions we make. There are rarely any answers. 

 

 

Other characteristics of postmodernism: 

● a postmodernist looks at the borders or edges of things as much as the center. In other 

words, what we reject is often what defines us as a culture. Insanity, for example, gives us 

a way to define sanity.  

● what’s not there is as important as what is there. So in Pinter’s plays, the words that are 

not spoken are more important than those that are said. 

● there’s no such thing as a cohesive, coherent personality for a postmodernist. We’re all a 

jumble of fragmented parts, which are often in conflict one with another. We can no 

longer rely on some sort of baseline called “I” because the individual is constantly in flux 

and never fully definable. 

● language does not have a stable one-to-one relationship with the things it describes. 

Language is always at play, one word with another, one text with another. In other words, 

language is dynamic, ambiguous, unstable, and continually open to new meanings. For 

example,  think of a book you read five years ago. If you read it again today, you’d 

probably form a different opinion of it because you’ve changed, even though the words on 

the page are the same. (This is also part of Reader Response Theory.) 

● Low and high culture interacts, plays, and clashes all the time. For example, sit-coms tell 

us much about the British class system as the literature we read.There’s a constant 

resonance between one text and all the others that intercept it, from Shakespeare (high 

culture) to soccer games (low culture). 

 

All of this adds up to a great undecideability about things. There’s never a “bottom line” 

unchanging truth that we can start from.  A belief in such a truth, whether it’s God, the individual, 

nature, or whatever one believes is the ultimate truth, is what Jacques Derrida, the father of 

deconstruction, called the logocentric fallacy. Postmodernism posits that there probably is no 

ultimate truth. Even if there were an ultimate truth, we’d have no way to access it because we’re 

always working with such unreliable tools as language and our senses. 
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A Summary of Literary Theory 

Historicism considers the literary work in light of "what really happened" during the period 

reflected in that work. It insists that to understand a piece, we need to understand the author's 

biography and social background, ideas circulating at the time, and the cultural milieu. 

Historicism also "finds significance in the ways a particular work resembles or differs from other 

works of its period and/or genre," and therefore may involve source studies. It may also include 

examination of philology and linguistics. It is typically a discipline involving impressively 

extensive research. 

 

New Criticism examines the relationships between a text's ideas and its form, "the connection 

between what a text says and the way it's said." New Critics/Formalists "may find tension, irony, 

or paradox in this relation, but they usually resolve it into unity and coherence of meaning." New 

Critics look for patterns of sound, imagery, narrative structure, point of view, and other 

techniques discernible on close reading of "the work itself." They insist that the meaning of a text 

should not be confused with the author's intentions nor the text's affective dimension--its effects 

on the reader. The objective determination as to "how a piece works" can be found through close 

focus and analysis, rather than through extraneous and erudite special knowledge. 

 

Archetypal criticism "traces cultural and psychological 'myths' that shape the meaning of texts." 

It argues that "certain literary archetypes determine the structure and function of individual 

literary works," and therefore that literature imitates not the world but rather the "total dream of 

humankind." Archetypes (recurring images or symbols, patterns, universal experiences) may 

include motifs such as the quest or the heavenly ascent, symbols such as the apple or snake, or 

images such as crucifixion--all laden with meaning already when employed in a particular work.  

 

Psychoanalytic criticism adopts the methods of "reading" employed by Freud and later theorists 

to interpret what a text really indicates. It argues that "unresolved and sometimes unconscious 

ambivalences in the author's own life may lead to a disunified literary work," and that the literary 

work is a manifestation of the author's own neuroses. Psychoanalytic critics focus on apparent 

dilemmas and conflicts in a work and "attempt to read an author's own family life and traumas 

into the actions of their characters," realizing that the psychological material will be expressed 

indirectly, encoded (similar to dreams) through principles such as "condensation," 

"displacement," and "symbolism." 

 

Feminist criticism critiques patriarchal language and literature by exposing how a work reflects 

masculine ideology. It examines gender politics in works and traces the subtle construction of 

masculinity and femininity, and their relative status, positionings, and marginalizations within 

works. 
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Marxist criticism argues that literature reflects social institutions and that it is one itself, with a 

particular ideological function: that literature participates in the series of struggles between 

oppressed and oppressing classes which makes up human history. Similar to Marx's historical 

theory, Marxist criticism will focus on the distribution of resources, materialism, class conflict, or 

the author's analysis of class relations. It examines how some works attempt to shore up an 

oppressive social order or how they idealize social conflict out of existence, how others offer an 

alternative collective life or propose a utopian vision as a solution. 

 

Cultural criticism questions traditional value hierarchies and takes a cross-disciplinary approach 

to works traditionally marginalized by the aesthetic ideology of white European males. Instead of 

more attention to the canon, cultural studies examines works by minority ethnic groups and 

postcolonial writers, and the products of folk, urban, and mass culture. Popular literature, soap 

opera, rock and rap music, cartoons, professional wrestling, food, etc. -- all fall within the domain 

of cultural criticism. We are focusing on it particularly as it concerns questioning the ways 

Western cultural tradition expressed in literature defines itself partly by stifling the voices of 

oppressed groups or even by demonizing those groups. We will focus on how literary tradition 

has constructed models of identity for oppressed groups, how these groups have constructed 

oppositional literary identities, and how different communities of readers might interpret the same 

text differently due to varied value systems. 

 

New Historicism "finds meaning by looking at a text within the framework of the prevailing 

ideas and assumptions of its historical era, or by considering its contents within a context of 'what 

really happened' during the period that produced the text." New Historicists concern themselves 

with the political function of literature and with the concept of power, "the complex means by 

which societies produce and reproduce themselves." These critics focus on revealing the 

historically specific model of truth and authority reflected in a given work. 

 

Reader-Response criticism "insists that all literature is a structure of experience, not just a form 

or meaning," and therefore focuses on finding meaning in the act of reading itself and examines 

the ways individual readers or communities of readers experience texts. These critics examine 

how the reader joins with the author "to help the text mean." They determine what kind of reader 

or what community of readers the work implies and helps to create. They examine "the 

significance of the series of interpretations the reader goes through in the process of reading." 

 

Deconstruction is a recent school of criticism which ventures beyond the structuralists' assertion 

that all aspects of human culture are fundamentally languages--complex systems of signs: 

signifieds (concepts) and signifiers (verbal or non-verbal--and that therefore a quasi-scientific 

formalism is available for approaching literature (and advertising, fashion, food, etc.). 

Deconstructionists oppose the "metaphysics of presence," that is, the claim of literature or 

philosophy that we can find some full, rich meaning outside of or prior to language itself. Like 

formalists, these critics also look "at the relation of a text's ideas to the way the ideas are 

expressed. Unlike formalists, though, deconstructionists find meaning in the ways the text breaks 

down: for instance, in the ways the rhetoric contradicts the ostensible message." Deconstructive 
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criticism "typically argues that a particular literary, historical, or philosophical work both claims 

to possess full and immediate presence and admits the impossibility of attaining such presence,"--

that texts, rather than revealing the New Critic's "unities," actually dismantle themselves due to 

their intertwined, inevitably opposite "discourses" (strands of narrative, threads of meaning). 

http://public.wsu.edu/~delahoyd/crit.summaries.html 

  

http://public.wsu.edu/~delahoyd/crit.summaries.html
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Marxism 

 

Karl Marx (1818-1883) was primarily a theorist and historian (less the evil pinko commie demon 

that McCarthyism fretted about). After examining social organization in a scientific way (thereby 

creating a methodology for social science: political science), he perceived human history to have 

consisted of a series of struggles between classes--between the oppressed and the oppressing. 

Whereas Freud saw "sexual energy" to be the motivating factor behind human endeavor and 

Nabokov seemed to feel artistic impulse was the real factor, Marx thought that "historical 

materialism" was the ultimate driving force, a notion involving the distribution of resources, gain, 

production, and such matters. 

 

The supposedly "natural" political evolution involved (and would in the future involve) 

"feudalism" leading to "bourgeois capitalism" leading to "socialism" and finally to "utopian 

communism." In bourgeois capitalism, the privileged bourgeoisie rely on the proletariat--the labor 

force responsible for survival. Marx theorized that when profits are not reinvested in the workers 

but in creating more factories, the workers will grow poorer and poorer until no short-term 

patching is possible or successful. At a crisis point, revolt will lead to a restructuring of the 

system. 

 

For a political system to be considered communist, the underclasses must own the means of 

production--not the government nor the police force. Therefore, aside from certain first-century 

Christian communities and other temporary communes, communism has not yet really existed. 

(The Soviet Union was actually state-run capitalism.) 

 

Marxist Criticism 
According to Marxists, and to other scholars in fact, literature reflects those social institutions out 

of which it emerges and is itself a social institution with a particular ideological function. 

Literature reflects class struggle and materialism: think how often the quest for wealth 

traditionally defines characters. So Marxists generally view literature "not as works created in 

accordance with timeless artistic criteria, but as 'products' of the economic and ideological 

determinants specific to that era" (Abrams 149). Literature reflects an author's own class or 

analysis of class relations, however piercing or shallow that analysis may be. 

 

The Marxist critic simply is a careful reader or viewer who keeps in mind issues of power and 

money, and any of the following kinds of questions: 

 

What role does class play in the work; what is the author's analysis of class relations? 

How do characters overcome oppression? 

In what ways does the work serve as propaganda for the status quo; or does it try to undermine it? 

What does the work say about oppression; or are social conflicts ignored or blamed elsewhere? 

Does the work propose some form of utopian vision as a solution to the problems encountered in 

the work?       
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Michael Delahoyde 

Class Essay   
 

Your assignment: 
Which text we’ve read this semester has had the most impact on you? For your essay, you will 

focus on that text, explaining its significance in time and place, and then explain why and how it 

has impacted you. 

 

How to do the assignment: 
I’ve listed below the criteria by which I’ll grade your essay. Use this list as a guide and check 

sheet as you prepare your paper. 

 

1. As this is an English class, I expect a “clean” piece of writing. Spelling, punctuation, and 

grammar errors will count against you. If this is a problem area for you, make use of a grammar 

book, go online, and/or go to the Writing Center. 

 

2. By definition, an essay is shaped and controlled by a thesis that can be characterized in the 

following way: 

A single idea: 
“The literature we’ve read this semester is both strange and exciting.” (Two ideas) 

“British sit-coms use humor to highlight the serious issue of changing relations between 

the sexes.” (One idea) 

A point of view rather than a statement of fact: 
“Contemporary British literature spans the last 70 years.” (Fact) 

“Samuel Beckett’s work focuses on what it means to be human.” (Opinion) 

Specific: 
“The issue of cultural identity plays an important part in contemporary British Literature.” 

(Vague) 

“British post-colonialists invite us to consider the question, “Who owns the language?” 

“Power over language is as important an issue to 21st Century Americans as to the writers 

we have studied.” (More specific) 

 

The thesis is usually found at the end of the first paragraph. The reader, me, sees it, recognizes it, 

and expects the rest of the essay to be a development of that idea. A good thesis is like a key to a 

house— it opens up that particular place and no other.  

 

The best way to develop a thesis is by doing a lot of free writing on your topic. Once you’ve 

selected a theme and two texts, start writing everything you know. Write down what you don’t 

know, too, such as questions or contradictions. Keep writing until you’ve said everything there is 

to say. Then read over what you wrote, sifting through for a central idea that you can turn into a 

thesis. What you’ve just written is NOT an essay, but it is a discovery draft in which you figure 

out what you think and why you think it. You may have to free write several times to reach a 

thesis.  
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Here’s a tip: look carefully at the last few sentences you wrote in your discovery draft as the 

thesis is often embedded there. We tend to write until we’ve said what we need to say, and then 

we stop. That stop is often the thesis, or heart of your writing. 

 

3. You unfold, develop, and explain the thesis in your essay. That doesn’t mean you repeat 

your initial thesis several times. Please don’t tell me what you’re going to say in the introduction, 

say it in the body, and then repeat it again in the conclusion. I’ll get it the first time you write it, if 

you say it clearly. 

 

An essay should be a forward movement of thought. You end up with a fuller understanding of 

your topic than when you began, although you’re still focused on the same subject. 

 

4. You prove the credibility and authenticity of your opinions by backing them up, all of 

them, with direct quotes from your texts, or specific references to the text. You are, in effect, a 

literary critic. Why should I trust or believe your opinions on their own? If you back them up, I 

won’t be able to disagree with you, even if I hold a different opinion about the text. 

 

5. Long papers rarely impress me. Quality counts for a lot more in my book than quantity. So 

don’t waste my time filling up your essay with cotton wool. Make every sentence count. How 

long should the essay be? It’s hard to fully develop your ideas in fewer than 5 double spaced 

pages, and if you’ve written more than 7 pages, you’ve probably gone off topic. 

 

6. It’s a good idea to come to my office hours with a draft, or just to talk about some ideas. I 

can give you useful feedback in just a few minutes that will save you time in the long run. I also 

have candy available in my office.  

 

If anything I’ve said in this assignment sheet doesn’t make sense to you, or you need further 

clarification, come and talk with me.  
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 Essay Checklist 

 

 

● My essay has a clearly articulated and focused thesis at the end of the first paragraph. I’ve 

re-read the assignment sheet to check that my thesis is a single, focused idea that gives a 

point of view. 

  

● I’m doing more than regurgitating ideas we’ve already discussed in class. Ideally the 

reader, my teacher, will learn something new about the texts I’m discussing by reading my 

paper. 

 

● I’ve made a plan for my essay so I know where I’m going and why. 

  

● Every paragraph develops my thesis, transitions with the previous paragraph and moves 

my ideas forward. 

 

● My argument moves forward from the beginning to the end of my essay so I’m not 

treading water repeating the same idea over and over. 

 

● I don’t go off topic. 

  

● I back up my assertions and opinions with specific references to the text or quotations. 

  

● All my quotes have page references, and I‘ve used MLA format for the “Works Cited” 

page at the end of the essay. 

 

● My work is “clean.” There are minimal grammar, spelling or punctuation errors. 

 

● My title is an interesting mini-thesis that draws my reader in. 

 

● I end my essay with a strong conclusion that brings everything together without repeating 

what I’ve already said. 
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The Story of Bluebeard 

 

Bluebeard is a very wealthy aristocrat, feared because of his "frightfully ugly" blue beard. He had 

been married several times, but no one knew what had become of his wives. He was therefore 

avoided by the local girls. When Bluebeard visited one of his neighbors and asked to marry one of 

her two daughters, the girls were terrified, and each tried to pass him on to the other. Eventually 

he persuaded the younger daughter (Perrault does not name the woman, but many versions state 

her name to be Fatima) to marry him, and after the ceremony she went to live with him in his 

chateau. 

 

Very shortly after, however, Bluebeard announced that he had to leave the country for a while; he 

gave over all the keys of the chateau to his new wife, including the key to one small room that she 

was forbidden to enter. He then went away and left the house in her hands. Almost immediately 

she was overcome with the desire to see what the forbidden room held, and finally her visiting 

sister, Anne, convinced her to satisfy her curiosity and open the room. 

 

The wife immediately discovered the room's horrible secret: Its floor was awash with blood, and 

the dead bodies of her husband's former wives hung from hooks on the walls. Horrified, she 

locked the door, but blood had come onto the key which would not wash off. Bluebeard returned 

unexpectedly and immediately knew what his wife had done. In a blind rage he threatened to 

behead her on the spot, but she implored that he give her quarter of an hour to say her prayers. He 

consented so she locked herself in the highest tower with her sister, Anne. While Bluebeard, 

sword in hand, tried to break down the door, the sisters waited for their two brothers to arrive. At 

the last moment, as Bluebeard was about to deliver the fatal blow, the brothers broke into the 

castle, and as he attempted to flee, they killed him. He left no heirs but his wife, who inherited all 

his great fortune. She used part of it for a dowry to marry her sister to the one that loved her, 

another part for her brothers' captains commissions, and the rest to marry a worthy gentleman 

who made her forget her ill treatment by Bluebeard. 

 

Wikkapedia 

 

 

 

Journal Question: 

Our anthology tells us that Angela Carter, “liked to disrupt conventions and 

deny expectations.” How does she do this in “The Bloody Chamber”? 
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The British Invasion 

Early in 1964, Life magazine put it like this: "In [1776] England lost her American colonies. Last 

week the Beatles took them back." 

 

It was a sweet surrender, as millions of kids (and not a few adults) succumbed to the sound of 

guitar-wielding, mop-topped redcoats playing rock & roll that was fresh, exotically foreign and 

full of the vitality of a new age in the making. 

 

This was the British Invasion, and the Beatles were its undisputed leaders. In 1963, the Fab Four 

released their first U.S. single, "Please Please Me." That same year, the term Beatlemania was 

coined to describe the phenomenal outburst of enthusiasm in England. But 1964 was the year of 

the Beatles' American conquest, and it began with the January 25th appearance of "I Want to 

Hold Your Hand" on Billboard's Top Forty chart and the February 7th arrival of the band in the 

States for a two-week promotional blitz. 

 

Overnight, Beatlemania swept the nation. Before you could say, "Yeah, yeah, yeah!" we had a 

new game, and part of the fun was that there were no discernible rules. Reporters found 

themselves trading quips with the surprisingly quick-witted Liverpudlians. Young girls 

abandoned themselves to hysteria. And schoolboys started dreaming of long hair and electric 

guitars. 

 

Britannia Ruled the airwaves in 1964. In the front ranks, marching in formation behind the 

Beatles, were the Dave Clark Five, the Rolling Stones, Herman's Hermits, the Searchers, the 

Hollies, the Animals, the Kinks, the Yardbirds, Gerry and the Pacemakers, Freddie and the 

Dreamers, Petula Clark, Dusty Springfield, Peter and Gordon and Chad and Jeremy. Then there 

were the one-hit wonders — and what hits! "Have I the Right?" by the Honeycombs, "Hippy 

Hippy Shake," by the Swinging Blue Jeans, and "Concrete and Clay," by Unit 4 + 2, all made the 

charts during the rave years. 

 

Rock & roll, seemingly so moribund at the start of the decade, set off a fever that defied all 

attempts to contain it or rationalize it as a fad. And Beatlemania precipitated a strange collision of 

generational currents. At the time, there was no youth-oriented alternative press to report on and 

interpret the British Invasion, so the job fell to the establishment media. Opinions ranged from 

effete condescension to a bemused thumbs up from more enlightened commentators. Many 

guardians of young morals saw the Beatles not as lovable mop tops but as the (Fab) Four 

Horsemen of the Apocalypse. The first question posed to Harvard sociologist David Riesman in a 

U.S. News and World Report interview was "Is the furor over the singers who call themselves the 

Beatles a sign that American youngsters are going crazy?" Riesman answered, "No crazier than 

hitherto." 

 

In other words, the generation gap opened in 1964 with a crack that was more like a friendly grin 

than a roar of disapproval. American youngsters hadn't gone crazy. They just woke up, looked 

around and decided they all felt the same way about something that was important to them — and 
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this newfound solidarity was an exciting thing. 

There is no lack of theories as to why the States embraced the Beatles with such zeal. A popular 

one holds that the country, in the aftershock of President John F. Kennedy's assassination, 

transferred to the Beatles all the youthful idealism that had begun cresting under JFK. It's also 

plausible that the Beatles stood so far above the musical status quo of the early Sixties that they 

gave kids the first credible excuse for mania since Presley. Finally, of course, the Beatles' 

campaign was a shrewdly plotted one, involving considerable promotional money and a lot of 

advance work by managers, press agents and their record company. 

 

This accounts for the band's fanatical reception in the States but doesn't explain how Great 

Britain, not previously known as a hotbed of rock & roll, produced the Beatles and their 

colleagues in the first place. In the Fifties the U.K. had little more to offer than pallid imitations of 

American rock & roll singers. British pop was "pure farce," according to writer Nik Cohn. 

"Nobody could sing and nobody could write," he said, "and in any case, nobody gave a damn." 

The British music industry was rigidly controlled by the BBC and London's Denmark Street 

music publishers. A handful of powerful managers groomed a stable of homegrown singers in the 

mold of Elvis Presley and Buddy Holly. This clean-cut, nonthreatening lot included Tommy 

Steele, Cliff Richard, Adam Faith and Billy Fury — hardly household names stateside. On 

another front, however, a movement of musical purists, enamored of black American music, 

began replicating New Orleans-style jazz (a.k.a. "trad jazz") and acoustic folk blues. This route 

would indirectly lead to the Beatles and an indigenous British rock & roll sound. 

One of the more promising offshoots of the trad-jazz movement was a simplified jug-band style 

of music known as skiffle. Britain's premier skiffler was Lonnie Donegan. Singing in a nasal 

American twang, he enjoyed a run of hits in the late Fifties; he mostly covered songs by 

Leadbelly and Woody Guthrie. In fact, Donegan charted sizable hits over here in 1956 and 1961 

with "Rock Island Line" and "Does Your Chewing Gum Lose Its Flavor (on the Bedpost Over 

Night)" — an early warning sign that England could successfully sell America reconstituted 

versions of its own music. Young Britons — like John Lennon, Paul McCartney, George Harrison 

and Richard Starkey, the future lineup of the Beatles — took note of this. Prior to skiffle, the only 

significant blip on the British pop-culture time line had been a brief flurry of juvenile delinquency 

occasioned by the arrival of Bill Haley's "Rock Around the Clock" (the record and the film) in the 

U.K. in 1955. 

 

In the seaport town of Liverpool, Lennon, Harrison and McCartney first teamed up to form the 

Quarrymen. A few name changes later, following stints as the Moondogs and the Silver Beatles, 

they crossed the threshold into the Sixties as simply the Beatles. It is a measure of the talent found 

by the Mersey that the Beatles did not immediately become kingpins on the Liverpool scene. 

Until they cemented their reputation with a stint at a club called the Cavern, they stood in the 

shadow of such home-town favorites as the Big Three and Rory Storm and the Hurricanes, whose 

drummer was none other than Richard Starkey, a.k.a. Ringo Starr. These Mersey bands played a 

souped-up form of beat music — essentially amplified skiffle with a heavy R&B influence, a 

style inspired by the records imported from the States by Liverpool's merchant seamen. 

 

Beginning in 1961, the Beatles commuted between Liverpool and Hamburg, Germany, where, 

dressed in black leather, they played dives like the Kaiserkeller and the Star Club. By 1963, they 

had an act, an image, a repertoire, a following and a manager — Brian Epstein, a local record-
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store manager. They also lost a bass player (Stuart Sutcliffe), fired a drummer (Pete Best), jelled 

as a quartet with the addition of Ringo and spruced themselves up, ditching the black leather and 

the bad-boy antics. The Beatles performed their 282nd and final show at the Cavern on August 

3rd, 1963. They'd already scored two Number One hits in Britain with "Please Please Me" and 

"From Me to You." Only one month after their Cavern farewell, they saw their fourth single, "She 

Loves You," turn gold on its way to becoming the biggest-selling single ever issued in Britain. An 

October 13th television performance, on Sunday Night at the London Palladium, was viewed by 

some 15 million of their countrymen. Mob scenes followed them wherever they played. 

"This is Beatlemania," the Daily Mail reported. "Where will it all lead?" To the lost colonies, of 

course — and the world's biggest market for rock & roll. 

 

Nineteen sixty-four belonged to the Beatles. From the moment "I want to Hold Your Hand" was 

first played on an American radio station — WWDC, in Washington, D.C., in December of 1963 

— the country fell under their spell. Preceded by a promotional campaign that included bumper 

stickers (The Beatles Are Coming! and Ringo For President), buttons (Be A Beatle Booster) and 

Beatle wigs — as well as tantalizing glimpses of their performances on Walter Cronkite's 

newscast and The Jack Parr Show — the Beatles' February 7th landing at New York's Kennedy 

Airport generated an unprecedented fanfare. Sounding what would become a recurrent theme, one 

of the first questions shouted at the Beatles' airport press conference was "Are you in favor of 

lunacy?" Paul McCartney, not missing a beat, replied, "Yes, it's healthy." 

 

The group's February 9th appearance on The Ed Sullivan Show drew a TV audience estimated at 

70 million, the largest in the history of the medium. "I Want to Hold Your Hand" topped the 

singles charts for seven consecutive weeks, and by March, Meet the Beatles — their first album 

for Capitol Records — had shipped 3.6 million copies, making it the largest-selling LP in history. 

Several record companies owned the rights to early Beatles tracks, and these also began turning 

up in the Top Forty. When the group issued "Can't Buy Me Love" in mid-March, it caused a 

veritable Beatles logjam on the pop charts. As records were sold, records were broken. Rising to 

Number One in its second week, "Can't Buy Me Love" was the third consecutive Beatles single to 

top the charts, breaking Elvis Presley's previous record. During the first week of April the Beatles 

occupied twelve positions on the Top 100 — and every position in the Top Five. The hits in this 

quintuple hegemony were, in order, "Can't Buy Me Love," "Twist and Shout," "She Loves You," 

"I Want to Hold Your Hand" and "Please Please Me." 

 

The Beatles' dominion was carried to new heights by the July release of their first movie, A Hard 

Day's Night — the Village Voice called it "the Citizen Kane of jukebox musicals" — and the 

August kickoff of their first American tour. The merchandising of the Beatles, whose names and 

likenesses adorned everything from lunch boxes to inflatable dolls, accounted for an estimated 

$50 million in retail business in 1964 alone. The Beatles had become Britain's leading cultural 

export, and the trail they blazed to the colonies quickly became a well-trampled one. 

Scads of would-be contenders were tapping their toes on the far side of the Atlantic, just waiting 

for a chance to show the Yanks a thing or two. The group that initially gave the Beatles the best 

run for their money was the Dave Clark Five, who hailed from London's northern suburb of 

Tottenham. Although they placed a poor second to the Beatles, the DC5 racked up seventeen Top 

Forty hits between 1964 and 1967 — more than the Rolling Stones or any other British act during 

that span of years. By the time the Sixties rolled to a close, the DC5 had sold 70 million records 
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worldwide. 

 

Because the band's single "Glad All Over" unseated "I Want to Hold Your Hand" from its lengthy 

perch atop the British charts in January 1964, it was assumed for a while that the DC5 were neck 

and neck with the Beatles in the superstar sweepstakes. But they didn't "progress," in the sense of 

graduating from pop stars to poets, as the Beatles did. Nonetheless, the Dave Clark Five were 

what they were: a singles band, a dance band and one of the best. 

Meanwhile, Liverpool was teeming with an estimated 300 bands, and several performers under 

the aegis of Beatles manager Brian Epstein were having a field day. Gerry and the Pacemakers 

weren't a very convincing rock band, but they had a solid way with ballads like "Ferry Cross the 

Mersey" and "Don't Let the Sun Catch You Crying." Gerry's star shone only dimly after 1965, but 

his hits are pleasant memories, and he's notable for being the second act out of Liverpool (behind 

the Beatles) to crack the British charts. 

 

Another Epstein protégé was Billy J. Kramer. Kramer and his band, the Dakotas, made their mark 

with some unreleased tunes from the Lennon-McCartney song bag; "Bad to Me" was a Number 

Nine hit stateside in mid-1964. The only other Mersey groups that saw any significant American 

chart action in 1964 were the Swinging Blue Jeans ("Hippy Hippy Shake," a song that was part of 

the Beatles' early repertoire) and the Searchers. This group was Liverpool's second most talented 

export. With their ringing harmonies and melodic, twelve-string-guitar hooks, the Searchers 

recast borrowed American tunes, like "Love Potion Number Nine" and "Needles and Pins," in 

fresh new arrangements. All in all, a handful of Liverpool bands did hit the big time, but legions 

more got lost in the shuffle, including such talented entities as the Merseybeats, the Mojos, the 

Escorts, the Fourmost, the Big Three and the Undertakers. 

 

Like Billy J. Kramer, a London duo called Peter (Asher) and Gordon (Waller) turned Beatle 

leftovers into gold. Their access to unreleased Beatles songs came through Peter's sister, Jane, 

who was dating Paul McCartney at the time. This cute, strait-laced pair were the first British act 

to follow the Beatles to the top of the U.S. charts. Their ticket to ride was the McCartney-penned 

"A World Without Love." More singles followed from the same cask — "Nobody I Know," "I 

Don't Want to See You Again" and "Woman" — and all made the Top Twenty. But even without 

McCartney's help, Peter and Gordon reaped hits, with Del Shannon's "I Go to Pieces" and a 

music-hall novelty titled "Lady Godiva." After the duo split in 1968, Peter became a producer at 

the Beatles' Apple Records label. He produced James Taylor's first album at Apple, but his most 

famous client is Linda Ronstadt, whose classic sound he helped tailor in the Seventies. 

 

Some of the loudest, rawest and toughest music of the British Invasion came out of London. A 

rhythm & blues scene was thriving at a handful of venues under the tutelage of elder statesmen 

and bandleaders Alexis Korner and Cyril Davies, whose ensembles included such stars-to-be as 

Mick Jagger, Brian Jones and Charlie Watts (of the Rolling Stones), Jack Bruce and Ginger Baker 

(of Cream) and Paul Jones (of Manfred Mann). An extended family of electric blues aficionados 

jammed and gigged at such haunts as the Marquee, the Flamingo, the Crawdaddy and the Ealing 

Rhythm and Blues Club. Out of the mass of players, a number of important groups took shape, 

including the Rolling Stones, the Yardbirds and the Pretty Things. The last of these never made it 

in America, though they were influential in their homeland and endured into the Eighties. 

After twenty-five years, even with their current status open to conjecture, the Rolling Stones 
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remain the most tangible link to the British Invasion era. They put the raunch back in rock & roll. 

Unlike the Beatles, the Stones came on unsmiling and without manners — the kind of group 

parents had every right to feel uneasy about. Whereas Brian Epstein transformed his charges from 

Teddy boys to teddy bears, manager Andrew Loog Oldham encouraged the Stones' delinquent 

tendencies 

 

The Stones got a delayed start in the U.S. They didn't enter the fray in a major way until 1965. 

After warming up the Top Ten with "Time Is on My Side" and "The Last Time," they delivered a 

knockout punch with "(I Can't Get No) Satisfaction." Its central riff and basic lyrical thrust were 

created by guitarist Keith Richards one restless night in a Florida motel room. Recorded in Los 

Angeles, with Richards' fuzz-cranked guitar blasting like the Stax-Volt horn section, 

"Satisfaction" remains one of the bedrock songs of the age. From here the Stones turned up the 

heat with numbers like "Get Off of My Cloud," "19th Nervous Breakdown" and "Paint It Black." 

The music of the Rolling Stones was an ice-and-fire contrast to the Beatles. Simmering, blunt 

edged and angry, it set off the Liverpudlians' sunnier pop visions in a way that perfectly caught 

the spirit of the times. 

 

The Yardbirds, who inherited the Stones' regular spot at London's Crawdaddy Club, used their 

blues background as a launching pad for a series of experiments in futurist rock. They were the 

first British Invasion group to be recognized for the instrumental prowess of their guitarists — 

who were, in order of succession, Eric Clapton, Jeff Beck and Jimmy Page. They stretched the 

boundaries of pop, adding a harpsichord in "For Your Love" and a droning, sitar-style lead in 

"Heart Full of Soul." But most Yardbirds fans climbed aboard for the "raveups" — extended 

instrumental breaks that served as showcases for Clapton, Beck and Page. 

Whereas the Yardbirds were known for instrumental virtuosity, a couple of other rising London 

bands — the Kinks and the Who — established themselves through the force of their songwriting. 

Ray Davies of the Kinks was arguably the most versatile composer to emerge from the Invasion. 

He was equally capable of driving hard rock ("You Really Got Me") and wry social commentary 

("A Well Respected Man"). The Kinks, with Ray's brother, Dave Davies, on frenzied lead guitar, 

were a familiar sight to viewers of Shindig! and Hullabaloo, two TV variety shows that spread the 

gospel of British rock in the States. 

 

The Who burst on the scene with an anarchic stage show, which featured the smashing of guitars, 

drums and amps and an arsenal of angry polemics on modern youth's state of mind. Such classics 

as "My Generation" and "I Can't Explain" sprang from the pen of Pete Townshend, the group's 

guitarist and spokesman. Although the Who was enormously influential in swinging London, the 

band's impact on America was not largely felt until the tail end of the Invasion, with "I Can See 

for Miles" rising to Number Nine in late 1967. Of course, this was just the beginning for the band, 

which went on to create such musical landmarks as Tommy and Who's Next. 

Manfred Mann (whose "Do Wah Diddy Diddy" was another 1964 chart topper), Georgie Fame 

and the Blue Flames ("Yeh, Yeh"), the Nashville Teens ("Tobacco Road") and the Paramounts (a 

hot R&B act that later changed its style and became Procol Harum) kept London jumping to a 

bluesy beat. From the suburbs came a band called the Zombies, who scored with some artful pop 

singles ("She's Not There," "Tell Her No") despite their gruesome name. From out of town — all 

the way from Belfast, Ireland — another ugly-monikered group, Them, made the charts with 

"Here Comes the Night" and "Mystic Eyes." Them's singer was none other than Van Morrison, 
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whose hit streak continued when he went solo in 1967 with "Brown Eyed Girl." And all the way 

from the West Coast of the United States came the Walker Brothers, a trio that settled in London 

and recorded two of the biggest ballads of the British Invasion, "Make It Easy on Yourself' and 

"The Sun Ain't Gonna Shine (Anymore)." 

 

While the Invasion was generally a band-oriented phenomenon, the female artists stood alone and 

did quite well for themselves. Petula Clark, Dusty Springfield, Marianne Faithfull and Lulu are 

four of the more recognizable names to dent the charts. Pert, cheerful Pet Clark enjoyed a fifteen-

hit reign, crowned by a pair of Number Ones ("Downtown" and "My Love"). Dusty Springfield's 

cool, soulful voice was familiar to transistor-radio owners via such mid-Sixties mega-hits as 

"Wishin' and Hopin' " and "You Don't Have to Say You Love Me." Lulu had one of the biggest 

singles of the decade, "To Sir with Love," which held down the Number One spot for five weeks 

in 1967. Faithfull, who was Mick Jagger's girlfriend, did well with her torchy recording of the 

Stones weeper "As Tears Go By"; she was also one of the more celebrated blond presences in 

swinging London. 

 

Solo males were scarcer in combo-happy Britain. But they had several hits worth noting: the 

campy "You Turn Me On," by Ian Whitcomb; "Niki Hoeky," by P.J. Proby; and the dreamy 

space-race ballad "Everyone's Gone to the Moon," by Jonathan King. Then there was Donovan, 

the Dylanesque folk singer turned psychedelic minstrel, whose "Sunshine Superman" soared to 

Number One in 1966. 

 

The provinces beyond London stoked the R&B furnace with such powerhouse acts as the 

Animals (from Newcastle-upon-Tyne), the Spencer Davis Group and the Moody Blues (both from 

Birmingham). Yes, the Moody Blues. Back in 1965, they could pound it out with the best of 

them. Exhibit A is the piano-thumping beat ballad "Go Now," with its beseeching vocal from 

Denny Laine (later of Paul McCartney's band Wings). The key talent in the Spencer Davis Group 

was sixteen-year-old lead singer and multi-instrumentalist Steve Winwood. His soulful pipes 

carried "I'm a Man" and "Gimme Some Lovin' " into the Top Ten in early 1967 and set the stage 

for his tenure as leader of Traffic and, eventually, as a solo superstar. 

 

Gruff and earthy, Eric Burdon of the Animals sang about hard times in a powerful growl that 

made him sound decades wiser than his age. On the back of the Animals' first American LP, he 

listed his favorite color as "brown-black" — a claim that's obvious in his stylistic debt to a host of 

American rhythm & blues artists. With organist Alan Price supplying jazzy counterpoint, the 

Animals vaulted to Number One in September 1964 with "House of the Rising Sun," a four-

minute-plus ode to a New Orleans brothel. Closer in spirit to the Stones than to the Beatles, the 

Animals issued some of the more desperate pleas of the day in "We Gotta Get Out of This Place" 

and "It's My Life." 

 

The city of Manchester contributed a disproportionate share of pop hitmakers to the British cause. 

Herman's Hermits, the Hollies, Freddie and the Dreamers and Wayne Fontana and the 

Mindbenders all claimed a piece of the U.S. charts. Fronted by doe-eyed Peter Noone, a former 

child actor, the Hermits recorded an impressive string of pop and music-hall-flavored tunes set to 

a Mersey beat. "Mrs. Brown You've Got a Lovely Daughter" was their best-known song, but they 

cracked the Top Ten nine times in a row between 1965 and 1966 — a feat that even the Beatles 
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couldn't claim. 

 

The Hollies served up the best vocal harmonies of the era and outlasted many of their U.K. 

colleagues; they earned their biggest hit in 1972 with "Long Cool Woman (in a Black Dress)." 

Freddie and the Dreamers were the clowns of the British Invasion. Horn-rimmed beatnik Freddie 

Garrity and his bumptious, balding band mates devised the most ludicrous novelty dance of all: a 

flapping free-for-all called the Freddie. It did not catch on. They did, however, leave behind one 

big hit, "I'm Telling You Now." As for Wayne Fontana, his biggest hit was the catchy pop rocker 

"Game of Love." It was part 2 of what the Billboard Book of Number One Hits called the 

"Mancunian hat trick" — three chart toppers in a row from Manchester. This unusual alignment 

occurred in late April and early May of 1965, with "I'm Telling You Now," "Game of Love" and 

"Mrs. Brown You've Got a Lovely Daughter." 

 

The statistical high-water mark of the British Invasion fell only a month later, on June 18th, 1965. 

On that date, no fewer than fourteen records of British origin occupied the U.S. Top Forty. It was 

a record that stood until July 16th, 1983, when the second British Invasion — led by Duran 

Duran, Culture Club and the Police — landed eighteen hits on the chart. Ironically, during that 

historic week in the summer of 1965, the top seven positions all belonged to American acts. 

Herman's Hermits ("Wonderful World") and the Beatles ("Ticket to Ride") nailed down Number 

Nine and Number Ten, respectively, while the rest of the British entries were scattered among the 

middle and lower reaches of the chart. 

 

The Beatles continued to reign supreme in the second half of the Sixties, although the British 

Invasion, in the sense the term is commonly understood, had pretty much run its course by 1967. 

It was still the Beatles everyone tried to emulate or top, though the music, the audience and the 

rules of the game had changed markedly. The simmering down of Beatlemania after 1965 

reflected the group's loss of appetite for celebrity more than any waning of interest on the part of 

the public. With the release of Rubber Soul (December 1965) and Revolver (August 1966) and 

their decision to stop touring (they performed their last concert in San Francisco on August 29th, 

1966), the Beatles moved into another phase. They were turning inward, and their music was 

greeted not with screams but with a more mature appreciation of the new places the Beatles were 

taking their audience. 

 

"It sort of turned out all right," George Harrison said of the Beatles' decade, with monumental 

understatement, at the 1988 Rock and Roll Hall of Fame awards ceremony. "And still a lot bigger 

than we expected." 

 

This is a story from the July 14, 1988 issue of Rolling Stone. 

From The Archives Issue 530: July 14, 1988 

 

British Sitcoms 

 

What is a British Sitcom? 

A humorous series that features a regular cast of characters who react  to unusual situations, such 

as misunderstandings or embarrassing coincidences. These comedies are usually centered around 
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a common environment, for example a family home or workplace. 

 

A History of British Sitcoms 

The situation comedy has proved one of the defining and most enduring genres in British 

television, despite its share of brickbats and setbacks. Over the last 40 or so years sitcoms have 

helped British society engage with itself - the promise of laughter allowing audiences to cope with 

more difficult material than they might sit through in a drama or documentary. The great British 

sitcom characters (Captain Mainwaring, Basil Fawlty, Edina Monsoon, David Brent et al) tell us 

about the way we live, and not always things we would wish to hear. Audiences have responded 

to these portrayals in millions and reruns of shows more than 25 years old still regularly get 

significant ratings. 

 

Sitcom is a deceptively simple concept - comedy arising from a consistent situation. It has a 

distinctive relationship with its audience, requiring time to develop an understanding of its 

protagonists, its place and the humor that arises from them. It is thus perfectly suited to television 

in its demands for time, continuity and intimacy. 

 

The form originated in radio, but prospered as television ownership spread dramatically in the 

1950s. Like radio, television is a mass medium that works on familiarity to build an audience, but 

it also offered a wealth of hilarious visual possibilities. 

 

Initially radio sitcoms of the time were simply transferred to television, but eventually the need 

for new material encouraged the development of shows and forms designed specially for the 

medium. The first great British sitcom, Hancock's Half Hour (BBC, 1956-60) - later Hancock - 

was a transfer from radio. British TV situation comedy was born here, for Hancock's persona of 

the pompous loser out of his depth in an uncomprehending society still informs many programs 

today. The quality of Ray Galton and Alan Simpson's scripts laid down a benchmark for authored 

sitcom writing, helping to steer Britain down a different path to the team writing system in 

America. It was the phenomenal success of Galton and Simpson's next series, Steptoe and Son 

(BBC, 1962-74), however, which bolted the form firmly in place; sitcom became a central part of 

cultural life. Steptoe and Till Death Us Do Part (BBC, 1966-75) were major statements of 

contemporary Britain at a time of enormous social change, where there was now a television in 

most homes. 

 

The period from 1970-79 in particular is often regarded as the 'Golden Age' of British sitcom. 

During this time shows such as Dad's Army (BBC, 1968-77), Whatever Happened to the Likely 

Lads? (BBC, 1973-74), Porridge (BBC, 1974-77), The Fall and Rise of Reginald Perrin (BBC, 

1976-79), Rising Damp (ITV, 1974-78) and Fawlty Towers (BBC, 1975-79) were hugely popular 

and critically praised. All have been rerun in the last few years, many more than once. More 

populist shows that pleased the critics less, like On the Buses (ITV, 1969-73), The Good Life 

(BBC, 1975-77), Are You Being Served? (BBC, 1973-1985) and George and Mildred (ITV, 1976-

79), also gained massive audiences. 

 

These shows followed the classic sitcom format - a set of characters, or one main character with a 



 

−31− 

 

number of dependents, are stuck together in a situation from which they cannot escape, usually 

family or work. During the course of an episode events will occur that might disrupt or cause 

difficulties to this status quo, but by the end we are always back where we started. Each show 

lasts for thirty minutes and is filmed before a live studio audience. They were very much writer-

led and the BBC was regarded as utterly dominant in producing comedy. 

 

At the end of the 1970s the arrival of the Thatcher government saw sitcom suffer a loss of 

prestige. The shows were regarded as being safe and reactionary, as comedy became a rather 

simplistic battleground - suburban sitcoms like Terry and June (BBC, 1979-87) were contrasted 

with the new 'alternative comedy' based on stand-up routines and sketches. The public still 

watched in the '80s however; the biggest traditional show was Only Fools and Horses (BBC, 

1981-96), while hits informed by the supposedly 'alternative' comedy movement were The Young 

Ones (BBC, 1982-84) and Blackadder (BBC, 1983-89). However, apart from these few 

exceptions, many thought sitcom was dead by the end of the 1980s. 

 

Come the 1990s, however, the genre was reinvigorated. One Foot in the Grave (BBC, 1990-2000) 

became a key part of British popular culture, just as Dad's Army and Steptoe and Son had been 

twenty years earlier. Other successes which followed included Men Behaving Badly (ITV, 

1992/BBC, 1994-98), Father Ted (C4, 1995-98) and Jennifer Saunders' Absolutely Fabulous 

(BBC, 1992-96). These shows succeeded despite the new, more market-orientated broadcasting 

landscape. 

 

Shows like dinnerladies (BBC, 1998-2000) and My Family (BBC, 2000-01) show that traditional 

sitcoms still find audiences, but the dominant style has changed. The new sitcoms dispense with 

the old formal conventions like the studio audience, heavy lighting and theatrical performances, 

as technology and audience tastes have changed. Instead shows pursue laughs through realism, 

particularly after the success of The Royle Family (BBC, 1998-2000), which let humor emerge 

naturally through character, rather than jokes or plot. Sitcoms now reflect the viewer's different 

experience of the media; no longer does television have a privileged position, but seems part of 

everyday life. Thus many shows have used new TV conventions, like 'docusoaps' - none more 

successfully than The Office (BBC, 2001-02). But the new sitcoms retain the thematic concerns of 

the British sitcom classics. Their subjects are individual disappointment and social failure and the 

courage of people in the face of their problems. 

 

British sitcoms have often dealt with social change. Certainly there are few cultural forms that 

have offered a better analysis of the changing British class system, and the conflicts and 

prejudices it produces. Race has been more problematic - there was a willingness to debate 

attitudes around the subject, but these varied from the brilliant, if controversial, Till Death Us Do 

Part to the merely offensive Love thy Neighbor (ITV, 1972-76). More recently the Afro-

Caribbean Desmond's (C4, 1988-94) and the Asian The Kumars at Number 42 (BBC, 2001-02) 

have reflected a comic perspective on British life from a now established non-white population. 

For a long time women were sidelined in sitcoms in sensible, long-suffering roles but modern 

sitcoms, through writer-performers like Jennifer Saunders, Caroline Aherne, Victoria Wood and 

Jessica Stevenson, have successfully feminised a once very masculine form. 
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Sitcoms have had an important influence on British life in the last 40 years. They have made us 

think about ourselves by making us laugh at our own absurdity. Good sitcoms are a kind of virtual 

reality - they reflect the rhythms of everyday life, the pain of the human condition and, of course, 

the joy of laughter.       Phil Wickham 

 

Are You Being Served? 

Are You Being Served? was an enormous ratings hit for over a decade, with characters like Mrs 

Slocombe (Mollie Sugden) and Mr Humphries (John Inman) familiar to all. Unlike many great 

British sitcoms, the show's success was exportable, and it proved hugely popular in the USA, 

Australia and elsewhere. It remains emblematic of a particular strand of British humor: like 

seaside postcards and the Carry On films, it is full of broad stereotypes, vulgar innuendo and 

slapstick situations. 

 

However, the sitcom has paid for its popularity. Commentators often characterize Grace Brothers 

and its audience as a symbol for British small-mindedness and decline. Critic Stuart Jeffries puts a 

diatribe about the show at the center of his study of British television (called, suitably enough, 

Mrs Slocombe's Pussy). 

 

So does Are You Being Served? deserve to be damned as representing all that is wrong with 

British comedy, and by default British people? Certainly there are some debit points. It could be 

coarse, predictable (the joke about said pussy turned up with mind-numbing frequency) and often 

went for the lowest common denominator. Later series descended into increasingly desperate 

clowning and the film version is unspeakable. 

 

Yet there is also much that is funny, durable and even subtle in the series' best scenes. It 

brilliantly uses its broad characters to satirize working life. Work is shown as unremitting 

drudgery, keeping us down and continually reminding us of our essential failure. Paradoxically, 

this produces the best laughs in the show through the constant humiliation of authority: the store 

owner, 'Young' Mr Grace (Harold Bennett), is a decrepit old lecher, middle manager Rumbold 

(Nicholas Smith) laughably inept, and floorwalker Captain Peacock (Frank Thornton) a pompous 

figure of fun. The view of the workplace in this 'reactionary' sitcom sometimes feels scripted by 

Arthur Scargill, though, being British, the staff endure their situation, grumbling profusely and 

falling out amongst themselves. 

 

Much controversy at the time came from the portrayal of Mr Humphries, the screamingly camp 

menswear assistant. Certainly at a time when there were so few representations of gay men it was 

a stereotypical one. However, now it seems much less offensive, partly because Mr Humphries 

emerges as the only character with any dignity and self-respect. Compared to the self-loathing of 

his downtrodden colleagues, his cry of 'I'm free' seems apt. Are You Being Served? is sometimes 

an embarrassment, sometimes a guilty pleasure, but often just a pleasure.  Phil Wickham 

 

 Fawlty Towers  

In 2000, the British Film Institute's poll of television industry professionals and critics judged 
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Fawlty Towers (BBC, 1975; 79) Britain's greatest TV show of the 20th Century, and the sitcom is 

almost as fondly remembered by the public. 

 

Co-written by John Cleese and his then wife Connie Booth, the show was inspired by a Torquay 

hotel where the Monty Python team stayed in 1971 during filming. Cleese later described the 

Gleneagles' proprietor, Donald Sinclair, as "the most wonderfully rude man I had ever met"; the 

rest of the Pythons relocated to another hotel, but Cleese and Booth remained, unconsciously 

gathering material which would eventually come together in their creation Basil Fawlty, the 

neurotic, eccentric and bad-tempered manager of Fawlty Towers. In 2002, Beatrice Sinclair, the 

hotelier's widow, broke her silence to complain of the show's unfair portrayal of her late husband. 

 

Henpecked and embittered, not to mention rude, accident-prone and an appalling petit-bourgeois 

snob, Basil Fawlty is in a long-line of British sitcom losers, including Anthony Aloysius Hancock 

(Hancock's Half-Hour, BBC, 1956-60), Harold Steptoe (Steptoe and Son, BBC, 1962-74) and 

David Brent (The Office, BBC, 2001-02). 

 

Cleese's characteristically deranged physical performance as Basil was an instant hit, but all of the 

leads contributed to the show's success. Prunella Scales was unforgettable as Basil's domineering 

wife Sybil, while Booth, as the inexplicably loyal chambermaid, Polly, was the perfect foil to the 

unhinged Basil. Best of all was Andrew Sachs as Spanish waiter Manuel, whose rudimentary 

English - and the series of astonishingly brutal humiliations he suffers at the hands of Basil - gave 

rise to many of the funniest moments. 

 

Basil was an inspired creation, but Fawlty Towers was not especially innovative - following, more 

or less, the traditional sitcom format established in the 1950s and '60s. It was, however, brilliantly 

funny. Each episode, usually involving Basil's hopeless attempts to hide his latest incompetence 

from Sybil, teetered on the edge of insanity, as Basil's behavior becomes more and more erratic 

and deranged. Among the most memorable episodes were 'Gourmet Night' (tx. 17/10/1975), in 

which Basil's attempts to attract a higher standard of clientele collapse in inevitable disaster, and 

'Basil the Rat' (tx. 25/10/1979), in which the escape of Manuel's 'Siberian hamster' coincides with 

a visit by an environmental health inspector. Fawlty Towers' legend was assured when Cleese 

decided to axe the show at the height of its popularity, after just twelve episodes.   

 Mark Duguid 

 

AbFab 

"Inside of me there's a thin woman trying to get out," complains the ever-suffering Edina. "Are 

you sure it's just the one, dear?" asks her mother. When anyone raves about Sex and the City, you 

need only to remind her that the Brits did it first--and better--with the creation of the brave say-

anything show about sex, drugs, and the battle of the bulge. Absolutely Fabulous is a 

groundbreaking, off-the-wall comedy from the early 1990s, which began with a skit from The 

French and Saunders Show, about a moral, uptight daughter and her extremely loose mother. Ab 

Fab has taken this to the extreme. Edina (Jennifer Saunders) is the queen of excess. Her clothes 

are outrageous, her attempts at weight loss comical, and her efforts at motherhood (her daughter, 

Saffron--played to perfection by Julia Sawalha--is a practical-minded, reliable teenager) are 
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uneven at best. Eddy's best friend is Patsy, a promiscuous Ivana Trump look-alike who always has 

a cigarette between her lips, a drink in her hand, and a fine-looking man (or boy) in her bed. The 

entire show lasted for three seasons. From organizing an orgy to a brush with poverty to the death 

of Eddy's father, nothing--and we mean nothing--is sacred in this show. Without a doubt, Ab Fab 

is one of the greatest television satires created, although keep in mind that it's strictly for adults. 

No one would ever accuse the Ab Fab duo, Patsy (Joanna Lumley) and Edina (Jennifer Saunders), 

of practicing restraint and refinement. And therein lies their—er, charm.  Jenny Brown 

 

The Office 

The Office satirizes the insecurities of British society under New Labour and its central character 

David Brent (played by co-writer/director Ricky Gervais) has entered the national consciousness. 

Brent is self-serving and dull with a hyperactive need to prove to people - himself included - that 

he is caring, sophisticated and witty. Invariably he fails to do so. 

 

Although some of the series' features, like the foolish central character, and the workplace setting, 

are familiar to sitcom audiences, much about The Office feels new. The style mimics the reality 

shows filling current TV schedules. A TV crew apparently follows the staff around, but is rarely 

referred to and never seen. Docusoaps and their use of ordinary people are a great source of 

comedy because characters' attempts to analyze themselves make their lack of self-awareness 

very obvious. 

 

The humor in The Office also comes from its perfect observation of our experience of work. It's in 

the bickering over staplers, the ludicrous management speak, and the staff outings to desperate 

local nightspots. The style emphasizes this reality - indeed some viewers found it all too real for 

comfort. The setting, a paper merchant in Slough, is deliberately mundane. The characters come 

to terms with boring jobs by telling themselves all sorts of lies to keep afloat. Wernham Hogg is 

the nation in microcosm, and the show mocks its culture of fear and self-deception. This has 

resonated with audiences who find it cathartic - British sitcoms traditionally deal in failure, 

disappointment and misunderstanding. 

 

Other comedies, including People Like Us (BBC 1999-2001), have taken similar approaches in 

recent years. What makes The Office special is its complexity and its compassion for its 

characters. In series 2 Brent's fortunes fade and his superiors attempt to get rid of him - and for all 

his faults his downfall has great pathos. Salesman Tim (Martin Freeman) and receptionist Dawn 

(Lucy Davis) are sympathetic characters who lack the courage to tear themselves away from a 

humdrum existence or to act on their feelings for each other. The series is an example of narrative 

comedy at its best; in its sublime acting and in a script that understands the hilarity, but also 

tragedy, in the nuances of everyday life.  Phil Wickham 

 

 

 

 

 

Questions about British Sitcoms 
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1. What does the sitcom tell us about British society and particularly the issue of class in the 

decade it was made? 

 

2. Which social values are important, which values are considered unimportant? Do those 

values change over time? 

 

3. The sitcoms we’re watching pushed social boundaries and expectations at the time they 

were made. In what way is each sitcom new and different from what came before? 

 

4. How does the British workplace change over the years according to these sitcoms? 

 

5. The central character is usually foolish and/or unlikeable. Why do you think that is? 

 

6. Where’s the humor in these sitcoms? Is it the same kind of humor in each sitcom, or does 

it differ from one series to the next? 

 

7. How do British sitcoms differ from American sitcoms of the same decade? 

 

8. Is there an element of tragedy that runs through the sitcom? 

 

9. “Good sitcoms have made us think about ourselves by making us laugh at our own 

absurdity. They are a kind of virtual reality - they reflect the rhythms of everyday life, the pain of 

the human condition and, of course, the joy of laughter.” What real issues does each sitcom invite 

us to think about? 

 

Can we make connections between each decade’s sitcom and the literature we’re reading from 

that same time?    
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10.  

English 4660 Readings 
Philip Larkin: 
Church Going       700 
Talking in Bed       701 
Annus Mirabilis      702 
High Windows       702 
This Be the Verse      702 
Vers de Societe      703 
 
The End of the Empire 
The “Quit India” movement: Gandhi 784 
“Statement on India Sir Stafford Cripps   786 
“Acceptance Speech” Manmohan Singh 789 
 
Chinua Achebe:       
“The Sacrifical Egg”      806 
“An Image of Africa . . .”     809 
 
Ted Hughes 
The Thought Fox 766 
Wodwo 767 
Theology 768 
The Seven Sorrows 768 
Daffodils 771 
 
Seamus Heaney: 
Digging     

 820 
The Grauballe Man 821 
Seeing Things 824 
“Englands of the Mind” 825-833 
 
Paul Muldoon: 
Good Friday 1971 1000 
Our Lady of Ardboe 1001 
The Sightseers 1001 
Cherish the Ladies 1002 
The Plot 1003 
Anonymous . . . 1003 
 
Carol Ann Duffy 
Stealing 1028 
Adultery 1028 
The Good Teachers 1029 
Mrs. Lazarus 1030 
Wish 1031 
Rapture 1031 
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Harold Pinter: “The Homecoming” 

 
1. Were there any English terms you didn’t get? Make a note of them, and I'll “translate” in 
class. 
 
2. Make an annotated list of the characters, explaining their relationship to each other. Can 

you ascribe personality traits to each of them? 
 
3. What surprised you or didn’t make sense as you read the play? 
 
4. “Pinter’s plays seek to uncover and expose the disquieting psychological . . . realities that 
lie buried beneath the sounds and silences of every day speech.” (Longman 735) What realities 
are hidden in plain sight in this play? 
 
5. One of the themes of this play is power. Who wants power and why? How does each 
character go about gaining power? Who has the most power? 
 
6. What part does the dead mother, Jesse, play? 
 
7. Are any of the characters likable or sympathetic? 
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Church Going    Philip Larkin 

 

Once I am sure there's nothing going on 

I step inside, letting the door thud shut. 

Another church: matting, seats, and stone, 

And little books; sprawlings of flowers, cut 

For Sunday, brownish now; some brass and stuff 

Up at the holy end; the small neat organ; 

And a tense, musty, unignorable silence, 

Brewed God knows how long. Hatless, I take off 

My cycle-clips in awkward reverence. 
 

Move forward, run my hand around the font. 

From where I stand, the roof looks almost new - 

Cleaned, or restored? Someone would know: I don't. 

Mounting the lectern, I peruse a few 

Hectoring large-scale verses, and pronounce 

'Here endeth' much more loudly than I'd meant. 

The echoes snigger briefly. Back at the door 

I sign the book, donate an Irish sixpence, 

Reflect the place was not worth stopping for. 
 

Yet stop I did: in fact I often do, 

And always end much at a loss like this, 

Wondering what to look for; wondering, too, 

When churches will fall completely out of use 

What we shall turn them into, if we shall keep 

A few cathedrals chronically on show, 

Their parchment, plate and pyx in locked cases, 

And let the rest rent-free to rain and sheep. 

Shall we avoid them as unlucky places? 

 

Or, after dark, will dubious women come 

To make their children touch a particular stone; 

Pick simples for a cancer; or on some 

Advised night see walking a dead one? 

Power of some sort will go on 

In games, in riddles, seemingly at random; 

But superstition, like belief, must die, 
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And what remains when disbelief has gone? 

Grass, weedy pavement, brambles, buttress, sky, 
 

A shape less recognisable each week, 

A purpose more obscure. I wonder who 

Will be the last, the very last, to seek 

This place for what it was; one of the crew 

That tap and jot and know what rood-lofts were? 

Some ruin-bibber, randy for antique, 

Or Christmas-addict, counting on a whiff 

Of gown-and-bands and organ-pipes and myrrh? 

Or will he be my representative, 
 

Bored, uninformed, knowing the ghostly silt 

Dispersed, yet tending to this cross of ground 

Through suburb scrub because it held unspilt 

So long and equably what since is found 

Only in separation - marriage, and birth, 

And death, and thoughts of these - for which was built 

This special shell? For, though I've no idea 

What this accoutred frowsty barn is worth, 

It pleases me to stand in silence here; 
 

A serious house on serious earth it is, 

In whose blent air all our compulsions meet, 

Are recognized, and robed as destinies. 

And that much never can be obsolete, 

Since someone will forever be surprising 

A hunger in himself to be more serious, 

And gravitating with it to this ground, 

Which, he once heard, was proper to grow wise in, 

If only that so many dead lie round. 
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Ways to talk about poetry 

 

 

Basic ideas about poetry: 
* In prose, every sentence counts. In poetry, every word.  

* Form plus content = meaning. 

* Poetry is the most musical form of writing. 

 

Here are some tools to help you see and understand a poem’s form: 

 

End-rhyming  is the traditional expectation we have of poetry. For example: 

I looked up from my writing, 

And gave a start to see, 

As if rapt in my inditing, 

The moon's full gaze on me.   

 (Thomas 

Hardy) 

We won’t see much end-rhyming in contemporary British poetry, but for an example, look at 

Larkin’s “This Be the Verse.” 

 

Free Verse means the meter and line length vary, and there is no discernible pattern in the use of 

rhyme.  Look, for example, at Ted Hughes’ poetry. 

 

Instead of end-rhyming, we usually find internal rhyming in contemporary poetry. Look for: 

 

Alliteration is the repetition of the initial consonant sounds in neighboring words. For example in 

these cliches: sweet smell of success, a dime a dozen, bigger and better, jump for joy. 

Or a line from Wordsworth: “And sings a solitary song that whistles in the wind.” 

 

Consonance is the repetition of consonant sounds within words. Consonance is very similar to 

alliteration, but the distinction between the two lies in the placement of the sounds. If the repeated 

sound is at the start of the words, it is alliteration. If it is anywhere else, it is consonance. In most 

cases, consonance refers to the end sound (like “nk” in blank and think)  

 

Assonance is used to describe the repetition of vowel sounds in neighboring syllables For 

example: 'deep sea.' 

 

Comparing Alliteration, Assonance and Consonance:  

All three  terms are integrated in a line of Poe’s “The Raven,”:  

“And the silken sad uncertain rustling of each purple curtain.” 

Assonance is the repetition of the ur sound in "purple" and "curtain." 

Consonance is the repetition of the s sound within "uncertain" and "rustling." 

Alliteration is the repetition of the s sound at the start of "silken" and "sad." 
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These terms are very closely related, though the distinction between them comes in determining 

vowels versus consonants, and then placement within the words. 

 

It’s also useful to look for: 

 

A caesura is a natural pause or break in a line of poetry. For example, Robert Browning’s : 

“England - how I long for thee!” A caesura is usually a means of emphasis for the poet. 

 

Enjambement means the poet continues the sentence even though s/he's made a line break. For 

example:     In Brueghel's Icarus, for instance: how everything turns away 

Quite leisurely from the disaster; the ploughman may  

Have heard the splash, the forsaken cry, 

But for him it was not an important failure . . .  (W.H. Auden) 

Enjambement tends to give a poem a more informal, conversational tone.  

 

A good poet is a careful craftsperson. S/he chooses a form to fit with the content of the poem. In 

other words, the form is rarely accidental. When you see free verse, end-rhyming, caesuras or 

enjambement ask yourself why the poet made that choice.  

 

 

How to read a poem: 

 

· Print or xerox the poem so you can mark it up.  

· Find a quiet place where you can read the poem out loud. 

· The first time you read the poem, follow the punctuation as that’s the key to phrasing. 

Periods, exclamation marks, dashes, colons and semi-colons are “strong” punctuation in a 

poem that invite you to take a breath or pause.  No punctuation at the end of the line 

means you carry on as if there was no line break.  Don’t worry about meaning the first 

time round. 

· Mark up all the rhyming scheme as it will often give you a clue to meaning. Try using 

different colored pens for the different rhyming techniques to you can see what the poet 

favors.  

· Look up any words you don’t know. 

· Read the poem aloud a second time, looking for meaning. 

· Underline any lines you don’t understand so you can ask about them in class.  

· After two readings, ask yourself:  

· How do form and content interact in this poem? 

· What’s the main idea the poet is communicating through this poem? 

You may not be able to answer these questions, but they will be the basis for our class 

discussion. 

· Read the poem out loud one more time.  
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A Song of Patriotic Prejudice   

You know, it's a curious thing, I don't know if you've ever thought of this, but England hasn't 

really got a national song, you know, just for England; there's plenty for Great Britain. That's 

quite different. You have to be very careful how you use these terms, too. The rule is: if we've 

done anything good, it's "another triumph for Great Britain" and if we haven't, it's "England loses 

again". Have you noticed that? 

All the others, they've got songs about their countries, you know, the Scots, like "Scotland for 

aye" (or for "me" as it should more properly be). And the Welsh and the Irish have got songs 

saying how marvelous they are and making rude remarks about the English in their own 

languages. In the case of the Welsh I think this is the pot calling the saucepan "bach". 

What English national song have we got? "Jerusalem" . . . "There'll always be an England". Well, 

that's not saying much, is it? I mean, there'll always be a North Pole, if some dangerous clown 

doesn't go and melt it. 

I think that the reason for this is that in the old days - you know, the good old days when I was a 

boy - people didn't, we didn't bother in England about nationalism. I mean, nationalism was on its 

way out. We'd got pretty well everything we wanted and we didn't go around saying how 

marvelous we were - everybody knew that - any more than we bothered to put our names on our 

stamps. I mean, there's only two kinds of stamps: English stamps in sets at the beginning of the 

album, and foreign stamps all mixed at the other end. Any gibbon could tell you that. 

But nowadays nationalism is on the up and up and everybody has a national song but us. The 

Americans have national songs, like "My country 'tis of thee", which they sing to the tune of "God 

save the Queen", I may say, and which together with their long range forecasting of our weather I 

find hard to forgive. Yes, and the Germans - and whatever you say about the Germans (and who 

doesn't) - what a marvelous song that was: "German, German overalls". Now there's a song. 

Well, the moment has come, and none too soon; we have a song here which, I think, fills this 

long-felt want and I hope that all true-born English men and women in our audience will join in 

the last chorus. And if you don't have the good fortune to be English true-born, or a man, or a 

woman, I hope you'll join in as an ordinary mark of simple decent respect. This song starts with, I 

think, a very typical English understatement. 

 

 

The English, the English, the English are best 

I wouldn't give tuppence for all of the rest. 

 

The rottenest bits of these islands of ours 

We've left in the hands of three unfriendly powers 

Examine the Irishman, Welshman or Scot 

You'll find he's a stinker, as likely as not. 
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Och aye, awa' wi' yon Edinburgh Festival 

 

The Scotsman is mean, as we're all well aware 

And bony and blotchy and covered with hair 

He eats salty porridge, he works all the day 

And he hasn't got bishops to show him the way! 

 

The English, the English, the English are best 

I wouldn't give tuppence for all of the rest. 

 

Ah hit me old mother over the head with a shillelagh 

 

The Irishman now out contempt is beneath 

He sleeps in his boots and he lies through his teeth 

He blows up policemen, or so I have heard 

And blames it on Cromwell and William the Third! 

 

The English are noble, the English are nice, 

And worth any other at double the price 

 

Ah, iechyd da 

 

The Welshman's dishonest and cheats when he can 

And little and dark, more like monkey than man 

He works underground with a lamp in his hat 

And he sings far too loud, far too often, and flat! 

 

And crossing the Channel, one cannot say much 

Of French and the Spanish, the Danish or Dutch 

The Germans are German, the Russians are red, 

And the Greeks and Italians eat garlic in bed! 

 

The English are moral, the English are good 

And clever and modest and misunderstood. 

 

And all the world over, each nation's the same 

They've simply no notion of playing the game 

They argue with umpires, they cheer when they've won 

And they practice beforehand which ruins the fun! 

 

The English, the English, the English are best 
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So up with the English and down with the rest. 

 

It's not that they're wicked or natuarally bad 

It's knowing they're foreign that makes them so mad! 

 

For the English are all that a nation should be, 

And the flower of the English are Donald (Michael) 

Donald (Michael) and Me! 

 

1967 
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Kelley Walker 

Angel, Thy Name is Guilt 

Some days seem to work out all right. I drive 11 year old Katie to dance or piano lessons. I drop 

12 year old Sean off at basketball practice with the right shoes.  I sit down with 8 year old Ben 

and finish math homework and speech therapy. I throw a semi-nutritious meal on the table and the 

house is kept marginally clean. I get the kids to bed at a decent hour, and still have time to work 

on reading an act of Much Ado About Nothing for my Shakespeare class and practicing my second 

grade vocabulary for my Spanish class. I spend a few hours a week with other people’s children at 

church or at a juvenile detention facility and manage to entertain both groups. Those days I feel 

like I can do it all. Those days come few and far between. 

Most days, however, are full of missing shoes, unfinished homework, and McDonalds for dinner. 

There are Jedi Knight costumes needed for an assembly that day. Sean has a science fair project 

that has not been started, but needs to be turned in the next morning. Katie has to miss a choir 

concert because I do not have time to take her and listen to her sing the same songs for the fifth 

time. Ben, sick in the nurse’s office, has been calling me for hours without any answer. I have to 

ignore summons to play catch in the yard because I have to go to a church activity again. I have to 

wipe away tears about how I forgot to come to parents day at dance lessons this month. I have to 

decline chaperoning a second grade field trip to the Ogden Nature Center because I have a class. 

Those days are crushing and are the days I am filled with a sense of overwhelming guilt. Those 

days are the days the Angel in the House whispers her vitriol in my ear, poisoning my thoughts, 

and telling me that I am failing miserably. 

In “Professions For Women” Virginia Woolf describes the Angel in the House. Woolf explains 

the Angel is intensely sympathetic, immensely charming, utterly unselfish, able to excel in arts of 

family life, willing to sacrifice herself, and never thinks of herself. Instead, she is always willing 

to bend to the minds and wishes of others. (Woolf, 2273) 

The Angel in the House has evolved over time yet she still has the ability to haunt me with guilt, 

even as she did Woolf with propriety. 

My life is not the same as Virginia Woolf’s, and the role of the Angel differs for the two of us.  

Woolf was stifled by social norms of her day, and expectations for both women and writers. She 

saw the impact of the Angel seep into her professional and creative life.  She felt that there was 

nothing that the Angel did not try to dictate.  My Angel speaks more to me of familial and 

religious obligations. Although Woolf’s Angel is different than my own, they share many 

similarities. They are always present and are always trying to control us by influencing what we 

think, monitoring what we say, and restricting what we do. 

Woolf makes it clear that her Angel first tries to control even her thoughts. “She had thought of 

something, something about the body, about the passions which it was unfitting for her as a 

woman to say.” (Woolf, 2275) Woolf writes about how women are restricted by what society 

views as appropriate for them to think about, including, but not limited to thoughts of sex and 
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passion. I feel similar constraints on what is appropriate for me to think about. When, in a very 

modernist fashion, I start to question exactly what I believe or think about life, or faith, or any 

other topic of self-discovery, the Angel sits on my shoulder makes sure that I feel a sense of 

shame and guilt for those errant thoughts. “Dear,” she says, “is it important for you to fill your 

time thinking such things? Is it really appropriate for you to feel that same sex marriage should be 

legal when your church leaders tell you it is a sin? You should be teaching your children that they 

should listen to what they are being taught at church, and that obedience is a virtue.” The Angel 

tells me that questioning or doubting is a sign of rebelliousness, and that I am wrong to even think 

it. She tells me, “A good mother, wife, and churchgoer would never think such things.” She tells 

me to bury my thoughts deep, and, “never let anybody guess that you have a mind of your own.” 

(Woolf, 2274) Most importantly, the Angel tells me to make sure that no one ever knows how I 

feel, and I should just keep saying and doing those things that I am supposed to do. 

Woolf’s Angel is quick to point out that if a person cannot control her thoughts, at least she can 

keep them quiet.  A person can deceive, and play a part.  She can, at the very least, sound like 

they should: 

I took my pen in my hand to review that novel by a famous man, she slipped behind me and 

whispered: ‘My dear, you are a young woman. You are writing about a book that has been written 

by a man. Be sympathetic; be tender; flatter; deceive; use all the arts and wiles of our sex. (Woolf, 

2273-2274) 

My Angel asks me to silently pretend as well. There are times when she whispers to me to bite 

my tongue and not engage in discussions of politics, religion, or anything else that might be 

controversial to those around me. “Kelley, I know that you feel strongly about gun control, but 

don’t talk about it with that man. You know that he hunts and will only be upset by what you have 

to say. He doesn’t agree with you, and it is not worth upsetting him or anyone else here.” The 

Angel tells me that it is not worth the hurt feelings, the arguments, or the offense that my words 

might cause; that it is more important to be conciliatory and pleasant. “Just stay quiet,” she 

suggests, “and then wait for the conversation to move on, or even better, make noises that sound 

like you are participating, but then you don’t really have to say how you feel.” The Angel tells me 

that I must speak my predetermined lines and that I must make sure that the things I do are 

reflective of the person that I everyone thinks I should be. 

The Angel wants to make sure that the things women do, or what people see them do, are limited 

to appropriate activities women should be participating in. She wants women to be seen making 

whole wheat waffles for their children before they walk out the door to school in freshly pressed 

clothes, or wants them to write only about gentility and purity. Woolf states that writing was 

considered appropriate for women as a profession because, “no demand was made upon the 

family purse.” (Woolf, 2273) Writing was not something that the Angel would object to because 

it would not interfere with a woman’s real purpose. A woman was able to write a few lines and 

make a little extra money if she could fit it in between all of her other responsibilities as long as it 

did not impact anyone else around her to any real degree. The cost of the paper and ink were 

miniscule, and she was able to do it after all of the more important things she needed to finish, 

such as housework and raising children. However, the Angel did not sit back quietly while Woolf 

put her writing before other obligations. The Angel constantly reminded her of the other, less 
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selfish, things she should be doing with her time. This is what the Angel whispers to me most 

effectively.  I feel the shame and guilt associated with putting my own needs before even just the 

desires of my family. The Angel asks me, “Do you really feel like going to school is the best thing 

for your children right now? You aren’t home with them when they need you. You can’t possibly 

think it is all right for them to come home to an empty house.” She tells me I should be available 

to fulfill their whims at any time, rather than make them wait, or even worse, deny them. She 

interjects, “You know the most important thing you can do is to be a good mother. Do you really 

think that you can do that if you are spending your time doing your own homework rather than 

helping them with theirs?” She tells me that my desires should never inconvenience my family. 

The Angel smugly says, “Are you really trying your hardest to be a good mother? I’m sure that if 

you spent less time volunteering at the detention center your kids would be happier. They are 

bored sitting at home and you should be taking them to do something educational, or at the very 

least, entertaining.” She tells me that when I choose to do anything other than put myself last that 

I am unfit. The guilt I feel when she whispers these things is staggering.  

Virginia Woolf tells the reader that to be herself she had to kill her Angel. “Had I not killed her 

she would have killed me.” (Woolf, 2274) I do not agree with Woolf that the Angel’s death is 

always necessary. In fact, sometimes I believe that the Angel helps me to be better.  Sometimes 

she serves as a reminder that while what I do for myself is important, it cannot be the only thing I 

do. She also helps me realize that although I might be tired, or hungry because of the sacrifices 

she asks of me, I also am helping the people that I love.  I believe that in those instances the 

Angel does not suffocate me.  Instead, she is stretching me to be even better in all aspects of my 

life.  However, sometimes what the Angel says needs to be listened to, considered, and then 

tossed aside.  Sometimes it is important to tell her, “Thank you for that excellent advice. This 

time, however, I won’t be following it.” 

At the beginning of “Professions for Women,” Virginia Woolf hopes that women from a 

“younger and happier generation” (Woolf, 2273) might not have to battle the Angel.  However, 

she recognizes that this hope will not be realized. Woolf felt that even if society’s expectations for 

women changed and there were no longer any constraints on what they were allowed to do, the 

Angel would still exist. “Outwardly, what obstacles are there for a woman rather than for a man? 

Inwardly, I think, the case is very different; she has still many ghosts to fight, many prejudices to 

overcome.” (Woolf, 2275) The Angel may have evolved over the years, but she still flourishes. 

She is there, waiting, to make sure that I recognize just what is at stake. Her promptings demand 

that I think and do those things that are really important and then disregard the rest.   

Like Virginia Woolf, I have a lot of demands on my time. There are things that I must do, such as 

attend school and do my homework. There are also things that I choose to do, like being a 

volunteer teaching assistant. They all demand a portion of my time, and are all important to me. 

There are times when the Angel tells me that I am putting myself before the welfare of my family 

or my church obligations and the choices I make are selfish. I am grateful for the times the Angel 

whispers to me, “Remember what is most important.” At those times I listen to her and come to 

an understanding about what really matters. At those times I am able to tell her, “Yes, my family 

is important to me, but I am important too. If I am unhappy how can I help my family? I need to 

take care of myself as well.” The Angel and I can then reach an agreement. We both can 
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recognize that it is important to care for myself as well as my family, and that a happy mom is 

better for them than any amount of broccoli at dinner. 
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