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A Study of Pygmalion
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Introduction

Pygmalion (1916) is one of the most successful works by George Bernard Shaw (1856-1950). This
thesis examines Eliza’s role in Pygmalion when the play is interpreted as a Christmas pantomime.
When Pygmalion was first published in English in 1916, Shaw added a sequel stating that Eliza mar-
ried Freddy rather than Higgins, and this ending strongly emphasised the difference from the London
premiere in 1914. Shaw revised the text again in 1941 for the 1938 film adaptation. These revisions
provide deeper characterisation that supports the further interpretations. Charles A. Berst and other
scholars often describe Pygmalion as a Cinderella story, with Eliza transforming from a street flower
girl into an elegant lady (5). This transformation is close to Shaw’s concept of the superman, who often
appears in various Shaw plays. His passion for social reform, especially regarding the working class
and women's rights, is distinctive throughout his superman characters. According to Tatsuo Yama-
moto, a superman possesses a Puritan spirit’s self-reliance and self-reflection and lives a disciplined life
without expressing hardships (40). In Pygmalion, Yoshikazu Shimizu considers Higgins as a superman
(186). Most of the superman-represented characters are men, but is it possible to divide a woman's
and man's roles in Shaw's works? Shaw’s passion creates attractive characters who reform society,
regardless of sex. This thesis attempts to conclude by re-examining Higgins's and Eliza’s positions as

superman in Pygmalion.
1. Eliza as Cinderella

Chapter 1 examines the correspondences between Pygmalion and Cinderella and investigates
how Shaw employs elements of Cinderella in his work. Pygmalion has a similar structure and implica-
tions to Cinderella, Pygmalion can be seen as Eliza’'s success story. Eliza is forced to work without
her reliable family, and the extraordinary events brought her a new idea. In addition to the similari-
ties with Cinderella, Pygmalion shows Eliza as a spiritually independent character who possesses
high ambitions, even economically independent before her transformation. Eliza establishes the world
of Pygmalion by herself, not love and romance like Cinderella. The other elements of Cinderella work
irony in Pygmalion. Eliza’s achievements in her speech and manners are due to her efforts, not super-
natural power. When Eliza returns from the ambassador's garden party, the clock strikes twelve.

Higgins shouts, “[tlhank God it's over!” (Shaw 74), and then Eliza turns “stonily” (Shaw 74), which
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reminds us of Galatea. In Pygmalion, Higgins shapes and breathes life into Galatea until Act 3. How-
ever, the irony lies in that he transforms her back into stone. The glass slippers that Eliza throws at
Higgins are supposed to symbolise marriage in Cinderella, but in Pygmalion, they lead to her rejec-
tion of marriage to him and her declaration of marriage to the unemployed, poor Freddy. Even though
she ascends in class, she cannot escape from labour, unlike Cinderella, whose marriage frees her from
labour. After becoming a lady, she realises she possesses nothing except herself, but self-respect. All
these differences and implications highlight Eliza’'s hardships as a woman, but she does not show dis-
tress about working or making efforts to support herself, unlike typical Victorian women.

Doolittle also has elements of the Cinderella story, which emphasises Eliza’'s character. The more
challenging Eliza's work on her transformation becomes, the easier Doolittle’'s class ascension seems.
Doolittle complains about middle-class morality, arguing that middle-class gentlemen are surrounded
by duties and must live for others. While Doolittle decides to marry for appearance, Eliza, as a middle-
class lady, has only marriage for survival. Even though their attitudes toward marriage differ, the loss
of Doolittle’s freedom emphasises the irony of Cinderella’'s dream.

However, the main element of Pygmalion is not the marriage but the romance as fiction. Pygma-
lion has the subtitle, “a Romance in Five Acts.” Pygmalion is constructed by five fictional acts about
Eliza’s transformation, focusing on Eliza’s unwomanly and Freddy's unmanly aspects. As Cinderella
was a well-known theme in Christmas pantomimes, a gender-reversed popular tradition, Pygmalion

incorporated elements of Cinderella to break the stereotypes of traditional gender roles.
2. Eliza as Harlequin

Chapter 2 explores Pygmalion within the framework of a Christmas pantomime structure. Christ-
mas pantomimes were the popular theatrical form with moral lessons for middle-class families and
were commercially successful during Shaw'’s lifetime. Some researchers, such as David Mayer, point
out the influence of Christmas pantomimes in Shaw’'s works, but Mayer misses Pygmalion. In other
words, there is a gap for further research. Victorian Christmas pantomimes were typically divided
into two scenes: a pantomime and a harlequinade. The two scenes are connected to Harlequin's magic
of transformation. Pygmalion represents not only Eliza's transformation but also the play’s structure;
Acts 1 to 3 are seen as a Cinderella pantomime, and Acts 4 to 5 are seen as a harlequinade. Acts 1 to
3 of Pygmalion could be considered a success story of Cinderella, a common theme in Christmas pan-
tomimes. One of the traditions of Christmas pantomimes is cross-dressing. Eliza plays Cinderella in
Acts 1 to 3 as the principal girl. Although her exterior is female, her interior is cross-dressed as her
corrected speech by Higgins develops her masculinity. Even though Eliza demonstrates strong com-
munication skills, her Cockney accent leads middle-class men to consider her ignorant and childish.
Eliza physically transforms into a lady and “cross-dresses” her way of speaking; in other words, like
characters in Christmas pantomimes, Eliza’s inner and outer gender become unmatched. The gap
between exterior and interior falls on Eliza, an outsider of British society.

Acts 4 and 5 represent a harlequinade, with Eliza playing the role of Harlequin since her throw-
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ing of the slippers causes the end of Cinderella. In the sense that Harlequin traditionally creates the
transformation scene himself, Eliza could be read as fulfilling this role. The harlequinade part of Pyg-
malion shows an irony of Ovid's Pygmalion myth, revealing that Higgins's ideal woman is different
from what Eliza wants to be. Instead, Eliza establishes her own ideal and transforms herself. Follow-
ing the traditional harlequinade pattern, Eliza escapes from Higgins, just as Harlequin traditionally
escapes from Clown. Eliza transforms both herself and the play’s structure with Harlequin's magical
power. The argument between Eliza and Higgins passes each other by because Higgins does not rec-
ognise that his ideal woman is already gone. When the ideal woman, Galatea, is seen as Columbine,
Eliza takes her away from Higgins when she escapes. The relationship between Eliza and Higgins in
Acts 4 and 5 reflects the escape-and-chase motif common in traditional harlequinades.

There may be another reason behind the utilisation of Christmas pantomimes in Pygmalion.
According to Jim Davis, Christmas pantomimes were often used in British society’s political propa-
ganda with a conservative message (8-9). Therefore, Shaw attempts to critique the stereotypes,

traditions, and conservative influence of Christmas pantomimes as a means of social reform.
3. Eliza as Trickster

Chapter 3 examines the effect of transformation in Pygmalion. Through Eliza’s transformation,
various social boundaries are unveiled, including linguistic hierarchies, gender constraints, and tradi-
tional class distinctions. First, the relationship between Eliza and Higgins highlights the linguistic
hierarchical boundary that deepens the spiritual divides. As Higgins explains, “[i]t’s filling up the deep-
est gulf that separates class from class and soul from soul” (Shaw 65), linguistic differences represent
more than pronunciation. Second, the interaction between Eliza and Clara exposes the social boundary
for women. As Eliza's behaviour shocks Clara, Clara transforms from a passive girl into an active
New Woman. Ann Heilmann defines the New Woman as a social phenomenon that represents women
as highly educated, ambitious, and having feminist convictions, especially among middle-class (Heil-
mann ix). Clara starts to work, speaks up despite being mocked, and gets out of upper-class customs.
Third, the marriage of Eliza and Freddy reveals the boundaries of traditional class distinction and
gender limitation. While Freddy, a poor upper-class gentleman, lacks the background for working,
Eliza does not hesitate to work. As the sequel describes, both open their own store and transcend the
customs boundaries, even though working is not considered suitable for Eliza as a middle-class
woman. Thus, as Harlequin, Eliza not only helps others unveil or overcome the boundaries but also
creates her own position. She faces the reality that she is an outcast in British society due to the con-
tradiction between her working-class origins and upper-class speech, which leads her to establish her
own position to maintain her self-respect.

Eliza’s actions resonate with the role of the trickster who can cross boundaries and blur borders.
According to Lewis Hyde, a trickster is given something valuable, but a restriction is imposed on its
use. As time passes, a trickster eventually breaks the restriction due to hunger, and as a result, loses

many things (Hyde 40). Comparing Eliza to the trickster’s actions reveals that she values a respectful
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mindset. She remembers that when Pickering called her “Miss Doolittle,” it was “the beginning of self-
respect for [her]” (Shaw 95), and she realises that respecting others and oneself is significant. However,
care work is imposed on her to maintain this sense of value; she works as a maid at Higgins’s place in
addition to her lessons. Then, she develops a desire to be respected as an individual. The desire to be
treated with kindness, not as a servant or a working-class girl. Although she tries to break the
restriction by escaping from Higgins, she ultimately has to accept that the relationship between Hig-
gins and Eliza never changes. As a trickster, Eliza unveils the social limitations that confine her and
instead creates her own position.

While Eliza transforms herself, Higgins does not. This suggests that Eliza, rather than Higgins,
embodies the superman figure that often appears in Shaw’s works. Thus, the statement that the defi-
nition of superman can be applied to Higgins based on previous research is debatable as Higgins does
not accomplish creating a new notion. As Pygmalion, Higgins becomes obsessed with an ideal woman,
which is connected to Carl Jung's concept of the Great Mother Archetype. A Great Mother Arche-
type is interpreted as motherhood, representing the idealised female figure (Jung 108). While Eliza is
created as the ideal woman in Galatea by Higgins, she transcends this role by becoming a trickster
and breaking the Great Mother Archetype. This transformation represents a departure from the tra-
ditional Pygmalion narrative and demonstrates Eliza’s success in breaking free from prescribed the
Great Mother Archetype. The difference between them lies in their self-awareness. Although Higgins
accepts Eliza’s transformation, he does not tolerate the change in the circumstances. As previously
discussed, Eliza has already taken away Galatea, and the Great Mother Archetype is disappeared. On
the contrary, Higgins is a clown who assumes himself to be a godlike creator figure. While Eliza
accepts her position as an outsider in British society, Higgins merely recognises her change without

understanding how to create a new social order.

Conclusion

This research may extend the possibilities of Shaw’s further studies, especially Shaw’s other free
and independent female characters. Shaw's superman figure does not exclude the female characters.
Through the representation of Pygmalion as a Christmas pantomime, Eliza plays the roles of Cinder-
ella, Harlequin, and a trickster. She transforms not only herself but also the stage setting as an
outsider. The androgynous aspect not only encourages women's rights but also paves the way for

changes.
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Shakespeare’s history plays have drawn significant attention from scholars; their profound
engagement with power struggles, human nature, and gender awareness has made substantial contri-
butions to the field. However, research focusing on the theme of loyalty between the king and the
subjects remains relatively sparse. In Shakespeare’s history plays, people from both high and low
class have their own priorities, which often outweigh their loyalty to the king.

The historical background undoubtedly influenced the creation of contemporary plays; while the
Queen in the real world was yearning for loyalty from her citizens, one of the most famous play-
wrights in London was composing works filled with betrayers and rebellions. Elizabeth I demanded
loyalty from anyone who received ‘your highness's fee or wages within this realm’ (Stephenson 345)
through the re-enacted Act of Supremacy. One reason the Queen placed such emphasis on securing
loyalty was that she had once been declared illegitimate after her mother Anne Boleyn's execution.
Also, her gender would not have any positive effect on her authority. Furthermore, Elizabeth I cut
ties with the Catholic Church which made by her predecessor Mary I, asserting her own supremacy
over the English Church. Towards the end of Elizabeth I's reign, concerns about legitimacy and
authority gradually gave way to speculations about her successor. Supporters of the Catholic Church
likely found a convenient pretext to express their expectations for a Catholic king as a successor. The
succession crisis emerged in 1590s—the very period when history plays flourished. Additionally, fol-
lowing the victory over Spain in 1587, the London audiences had developed a strong desire for war
scenes on stage (Gurr 161). Although censorship grew increasingly strict, the history plays nonethe-
less thrived in the public theatre, and faded away with the Queen’s death at the beginning of the
seventeenth century.

Rebellions recur both in history and on the stage. Loyalty has long been regarded as a noble and
honourable virtue; yet in practice, it often goes astray. Debates about whether loyalty is present or
absent become pointless; every character has their own position and justifications for interpreting loy-
alty as they wish. Loyalty to the king forms an essential aspect of a subject’s identity within a
monarchical framework, it is usually advantageous and necessary for subjects to pledge loyalty to the
king. But the nature of this interaction is inherently ambiguous, as the king and the subject are not
always conduct this in a reciprocal way.

Richard II provides compelling material through which to show these conflicting interpretations,

especially for the question of whether subjects should stay loyal when the throne is occupied by a
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tyrant. Shakespeare’s depictions of tyrants share mutual traits with that of early modern scholars,
who borrowed largely from medieval thought. In Chapter Seven and Chapter Eight of De Republica
Anglorvm, Thomas Smith identifies three key traits of a tyrant: first, a tyrant does not seek or
respect the counsel of open advisors or the representative bodies of people like the Parliament, pre-
ferring the advice of private favourites; second, a tyrant exploits and oppresses the people through
excessive taxation, confiscation of property, and other abuses of power, leading to widespread suffer-
ing and poverty; third, a tyrant acts arbitrarily, ignoring established laws and prioritising their
personal will over justice, thereby destabilising the legal order (Smith 6-9). John Fortescue, a medieval
jurist, shares similar opinions; additionally, he asserts that it is a disgrace for a citizen to honour a
poor king, and an even greater disgrace for a king to reduce a wealthy nation to poverty (Fortescue
139).

King Richard II in Shakespeare’s play embodies all of the tyrants traits. Yet his abdication is due
not only to tyranny, but also to his misguided confidence in the doctrine of the divine right. He holds
as absolute the theological argument that the king is Christ’s substitute on earth, and this existence
outside both the law and constitution—this ‘substitute’ status—defines the king's very Being (Kantoro-
wicz 58), equating him entirely with God. A dramatised medieval king would well have believed that
his subjects possessed an innate knowledge of how to obey; early modern English audiences would
have been familiar with The Homilie against Disobedience and Wylfull Rebellion (1571), which was
presented to congregations in English churches, telling people the orderly creation of heaven and
earth and the universal establishment of obedience (Campbell 216-17).

However, the king must understand that the divine right has to be upheld through action, it is
not something that all citizens instinctively or completely believe. Within Richard I, the King's sub-
jects represent a range of attitudes. There are constant loyalists like Bishop of Carlisle and John of
Gaunt, who fully embrace the doctrine of the divine right just like the king himself. But there are also
pragmatic realists like Duke of York, Scroop, Aumerle, as well as open challengers like Bolingbroke
and his supporters, recognising that the King’'s power is not absolute but bound by the law. Although
the king's body politic is seen as immortal and as divine as God, his body natural remains secular and
subject to legal constraints. Richard II's voluntary abdication, though seemingly humble, constitutes a
profound violation of both law and divine duty. Bolingbroke catches the moment’s political vulnerabil-
ity and Richard’s fall from power, seizing the throne with precise calculation.

Assessing this transfer of power from the perspective of the English commonwealth, one may
contend that Bolingbroke’s actions do not necessarily signify a loss of loyalty. While Richard II per-
ceives his kingship as unbreakable and keeps a deliberate distance from the lower classes,
Bolingbroke adopts a contrasting demeanour. He presents himself with humility and kindness—one of
the strategies Bolingbroke uses to construct his legitimacy and maintain his authority. This can be
found both in historical records and in Shakespeare’s history play texts: one of the most effective
ways for a king (or a prince) to win the loyalty of the subjects is not to isolate himself from them. His-

torically, Henry IV was often victorious in the tournaments during his time as the Duke of Hereford;
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in Richard II. When the King discusses Bolingbroke with his favourites, he says, ToJurself and Bushy,
Bagot here and Green /Observed his courtship to the common people— /How he did seem to dive
into their hearts /With humble and familiar courtesy (R2 14.23-26). Later, when Bolingbroke has
become the King, he tells Prince Hal, [o]pinion, that did help me to the crown, /Had still kept loyal to
possession’ (1 H4 3.242-43). However, after his coronation in 1399, the real Henry IV no longer entered
the tiltyard, and Shakespeare’s character Henry IV never leaves the court except to suppress the
rebellions. A performative personality is often a practical strategy for a king—or even a pretender to
gather loyalty from the people. Henry IV also admits that he ‘stole all courtesy from heaven' and
dressed himself ‘in such humility,” so effectively that he ‘did pluck allegiance from men’s heart’ (I1/H4
3.250-52).

Another essential prerequisite for Henry IV’s seizure of the throne is his royal background. Medi-
eval England operated under a feudal system with a strict hierarchical structure in which the king
was at the summit of the whole society. Kings regularly invoked loyalty from their subjects, especially
those with esteemed titles such as dukes, who were among the highest-ranking nobles and held signif-
icant territories, which granted them semi-autonomous power and a degree of independence in
managing local affairs. Thus, by virtue of their status, the dukes held considerable military power and
influence in their own right. At the same time, the dukes also received their titles and territories
through royal grants, which came with obligations which included the provision of military support to
the king if needed and the contribution to the overall stability of the kingdom. Though such a power
could also pose a great threat to the kingship, most of the nobles did not attempt to claim the crown
for themselves, but instead chose to find another royal member as pretender to replace the current
king. Northumberland, Ross, and Willoughby in Richard II, as well as Hotspur, Glendower and other
objectors to the King in Henry IV Parts 1 and 2, all form alliances out of mutual interests in the same
way—>by selecting another royal prince and making him king.

Nevertheless, Henry 1V is eventually betrayed by the very alliances that once made him king.
People of higher social rank are often more self-directed in choosing in who their loyalty should be
placed than those from the lower class—but it does not mean loyalty to the king is absent. Loyalty
exists in every stratum of society, but undeniably, the further one is from the court, the more fragile
loyalty becomes. The Gardener and the Groom in Richard II are part of the court, which may explain
why they are not entirely indifferent to the fate of the King. The Gardener’s tone of condemnation
when comparing his own gardening to the ruler’'s mismanagement shows his dissatisfaction with Rich-
ard II's governance. According to Elizabethan law, his complaint against the King's misrule and
discussion of the King's deposition could already have been considered an attempt at treason. How-
ever, his actual thoughts are not directly expressed here. Shakespeare may have hinted at the
ambiguity in the Queen’s lines, drawing an analogy between the Gardener and Adam. The Gardener
seems to prefer a powerful king rather than a rightful king. In contrast, the Groom reflects a clearer
stance that he is loyal to the rightful king. His consistent loyalty in both the past and present perhaps

comes from a personal belief in the king’s divine right. Ironically, it is precisely this pure belief in the
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sacredness of the monarchy that leads many of Richard II's supporters to allow his lawless behaviour
to go unchecked, ultimately contributing to his downfall.

For ordinary citizens without ties to the court, the king is often a remote, almost mythical figure;
episodes in the court are like performances on the stage. Most common people never see their king in
their lifetime. This is why Henry V in disguise can easily elicit honest opinions from ordinary soldiers
before the battle of Agincourt. It is difficult for people to form personal attachments to individuals
they have never met. The king as a relatively exceptional existence, can only connect with the com-
mon people through religion. Even so, loyalty is almost invisible when it extends to the lower classes.
In Henry IV Part 2, only one out of every five yeomen on the farm is willing to join the military and
fight for the king; alewives usually brew beer for the neighbourhood where the tavern is; Mistress
Quickly probably cares more about the acquaintances in her tavern than the people in the court.

This study analyses loyalty within a literature-history framework, combining Shakespeare’s origi-
nal texts with historical facts and sources to explore the complexity and significance of Shakespeare’s
Richard II and Henry IV Parts 1 and 2. The late medieval and early modern social and political struc-
ture was hierarchical; individuals were often bound by allegiance to regional lords and nobility, who
reciprocally pledged loyalty to the king. However, everyone has their own priorities which may make
people ignore or abandon their duties. Nevertheless, most of the citizens are not unwilling to obey; a
competent and reliable king and a country with stable social mechanisms will not lead to constant
regime changes, let alone continuous civil wars. Many studies have discussed whether Shakespeare’s
history plays mirror Elizabethan English society, but whether they are a metaphor or not, it is likely
that most contemporary audiences at the time would have hoped that the wars they saw would stay

only in the theatre.
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IO EN T WD LT 5, H4ETIE, BHOREL ETVIH W 72FEE “Prelude” %,
KO NOABED T F 0P — & LT N BROBIE = 2O A 7 VOO R 35 &
LTt ZADOIE LS, BTOHEZMHESNTOLREY) » 5k, BARAICERT 252,
WEICEIN2m 2 BBATEEAEZ LT RLRIIEbNL, "THEY  LIHIN S M4 ORI,
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