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A Major Conundrum in Major Barbara:

What Does the Ending Mean?

Leonard Conolly

There was a mixed critical reaction to the
opening performance of Major Barbara at
London's Court Theatre on 28 November 1905,
right
predicting that the play “will raise discussion

and J.T. Grein was absolutely in

and arguments galore.” This has proved
particularly true of the final scene of the play
in Perivale St Andrews, a scene that Michael
Holroyd has described as “perhaps the most
complex and ambiguous Shaw ever wrote.”
Shaw took note of the criticism of the final
scene in early draft of the play, when classical
scholar Gilbert Murray (his model for Cusins)
and Harley Granville Barker (who played
Cusins in the Court production), both argued
that Undershaft was
subsequent drafts Shaw tried to give more

too dominant. In
prominence to Cusins and Barbara. Even so,
perhaps reflecting his original title for the
Undershaft's

problems

play—Andrew Profession—
Shaw had

Undershaft’s powerful rhetoric with strong

in countering
responses from Cusins and Barbara. Barbara,
in particular, is given relatively little to say
and she seems to drift into domesticity at the
play's end.

Undershaft’s views on poverty, a central
subject of Major Barbara, are, like Shaw's
own views, compelling: poverty is, Undershaft
says, “the worst of crimes.” “Poverty blights
whole cities; spreads horrible pestilences;
strikes dead the very souls of all who come
within sight, sound, or smell of it.” And
England's “millions of poor people, abject
people, dirty people, ill fed, ill clothed . . .
The
Salvation Army will only perpetuate poverty,

poison us morally and physically.”

not eradicate it, and it is futile to expect
politicians to do anything about it. The 670
“fools” in Parliament don't have the will or the
Undershaft
can only occur through violence,

courage. Fundamental change,

argues,

“The ballot
paper that really governs is the paper that

through war, not democracy.
has a bullet wrapped up in it.” “When you vote,
you only change the names of the cabinet.
When you shoot, you pull down governments,
inaugurate new epochs, abolish old orders and
set up new.” “Is that historically true?”
Undershaft asks Cusins.

Cusins’ response to Undershaft’s question is
indecisive. He concedes that what Undershaft
But he loathes
repudiate

says 1is historically true.
admit 1t. “I
sentiments. I abhor your nature. I defy you in

having to your
every possible way. Still, it is true. But it
ought not to be true.” Hence, Cusins doesn't
repudiate the maxim of one of Undershaft's
ancestors that “NOTHING IS EVER DONE IN
THIS WORLD UNTIL MEN ARE PREPARED
TO KILL ONE ANOTHER IF IT IS NOT
DONE.”

As for Barbara, at the beginning of the
scene she demands that Undershaft “shew . . .
some light through the darkness of this
dreadful place.” But by the end, while looking
forward to saving souls in Perivale St
Andrews, her focus is on finding a house
suitable for her married life with Cusins, who
will inherit Undershaft’s business.

So Undershaft, the purveyor of death,

seems to have triumphed, a “diabolically
cynical” conclusion, said scientist,
broadcaster, and Shavian enthusiast Oliver
Lodge.

But has he? Michael Holroyd sees a
“positive ending” in Shaw's “hard-won
optimism.” There 1is nothing optimistic,

however, about the triumph of Undershaft’s
brand of capitalism. Whatever he says about
poverty and the need for social reform,
Undershaft remains a self-serving capitalist,
a capitalist who has no time for morality or
human compassion. How, then, can Shaw—or
the audience—possibly be optimistic about a
the of Andrew

values of Cusins

world run on values
Undershaft? The

certainly more humanistic. Cusins is more

are

thoughtful, more humane, than Undershaft,
but he lacks the determination, the focus, the
business drive of Undershaft. Will he be able



to effect significant change? It seems doubtful.

As for Barbara, her passion is for her
husband-to-be, her new home, and saving
individual souls. Social and political issues do
not seem to engage her.

Where, then, is the optimism? Holroyd sees
it as an evolutionary process. The intelligence
and humanity of Cusins, joined with Barbara's
spiritual passion, will align with and draw
from Undershaft's ruthlessness to create a
kind of compassionate capitalism. A similar
situation occurs in The Millionairess (first
produced in 1936) where the capitalist drive
skills the
humanitarian instincts of the Doctor. The

optimism doesn't exist in the play; it exists in

and of Epifania complement

the uncertain confines of the after-play.

Shaw's optimism was, alas, unjustified.
Just nine years after the first production of
Major Barbara the First World War began.
During the five years of fighting 16 million
people were killed by weapons made by arms
manufacturers such as Undershaft. And add
to that another 63 million people who were
killed in the Second World War. Thus Peter
Hall's 1998 revival of Major Barbara ended
with the sky over Perivale St Andrews
turning blood red, a background to the sounds
of gunfire and the singing of the famous WWI
song It’s a Long Way to Tipperary.

It was the First World War and the
economic depression of the 1920s and 1930s
that helped shape Shaw’s loss of faith in
democracy, and his embrace—temporarily—of
Stalin
Mussolini. This doesn't mean, however, that

European dictators such as and
the forward-looking ending of Major Barbara
Nicholas Grene sees

the “puzzlingly difficult ending” as one of the

is a dramatic failure.

play’s “greatest strengths.” He is right. Major
Barbara should never be read as the triumph
of Undershaft. Despite the
attractiveness of many of Undershaft’s values

Andrew

and ideas, Shaw gives his readers and his
audiences good reasons to question and to
them, to
alternatives. Thus he engages and provokes

challenge and see attractive

us into confronting not just the social evil of
poverty, but, by extension, social injustice of

all kinds that permeated Edwardian society
and that continues to blemish contemporary
society around the world.

(The Bernard Shaw Society of Japan, 18
November 2012)
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Back to Methuselah (1920)

Nicholas Williams

In a letter to Horace Plunkett, Shaw explained
the theme of Methuselah “...
modern civilization unless we extend the

we cannot manage

duration of human life and vigor to three
hundred years at least.” The sentence is
notable for its compression of two very large
ideas. The first idea is politically revolutionary.
Uppermost in his mind must have been the
absolute necessity for an alternative to the
European civilization that had allowed “this
most terrible loss of life on the battlefields of
northern France and Belgium” of the First
World War to happen. The second is the
the
civilization: the extension of life way beyond

precondition for creation of a new
what is considered possible.

The play in its five parts moves from the
creation myth of the Hebrew Bible to a future
civilization of “long livers”. Part One, In the
Beginning, opens with the scenario of the book
of Genesis but Shaw has shifted the focus from
that of God to a very human perception of the
world. The voices which the characters hear in
their heads amount to a modern psychological
explanation. Domestic quarrels between Adam
and Eve emphasize the divergent thinking of
two individuals. The violent course of human
history is similarly explained: their son Cain
listens to a quite different voice from his
parents’. The progression of the play’s dialectic
requires that, in Part Four, Tragedy of an
Elderly Gentleman, Napoleon will be the last
incarnated spokesman for the warrior’s creed
that Cain embodies as being natural and
normal to civilization.

Shaw then moves his play into present time.
Part Two, The Gospel of the Brothers Barnabas,
begins a post-First-War gathering of British
politicians and religious leaders. It satirizes the
Lloyd George Coalition government and creates
a political alternative to the contemporary
confusion: “Back to Methuselah”. The play will
provide an imaginative projection of how the
wisdom of the Ancients (the very “long livers”)

would bring about a society without historical
precedent. The usual idea of human longevity is
given its first twist by the revelation that any
given character may be reincarnated at a later
stage in the play.

Part Three makes a big jump from the early
20th century to 2170 in The Thing Happens.
The stage is now filled with the technology of a
futuristic society. Characters no longer conform
to the usual casting roles of political leadership.
Shaw foresees a political future scenario with
non-Western characters in charge of the British
state. The Chinese head of state, Confucius, a
highly-developed “short-liver”, is aware of the
limitation of his thinking which the play must
next address.

Part Four gives the old consciousness its final
Elderly
Gentleman. Shaw is attempting to show how

performance in Tragedy of an
thinking and its expression in language are
now fundamentally different in 3000 A.D. The
younger generation as represented by the “long
liver” Zoo is incapable of understanding the
Elderly Gentleman’s of
“Thoughts die than languages. 1
understand your language; but I do not always
thought”. The

euthanizing of the Elderly Gentleman for the

language jokes.

sooner
understand your gentle
emotional reaction of “discouragement” leads
the play towards a scenario without historical
precedent.

Part Five, As Far as Thought can Reach, set
in 31, 920, is Shaw’s poetic image of a Platonic
world of Ancients and Youth.
fidelity to
consciousness and personality, the old rules of

In keeping with

the play’s change in human
dramatic narrative and analysis no longer
apply. Part Five has an intentional lack of
dialectical word-play. An incident like the
ruthless elimination of Pygmalion as a
of

materialism, nevertheless, continues to ground

surviving representative scientific
the play in the obstacle of human history. The
play has one question only. What would happen
if humankind took full responsibility for
perfecting itself and became in effect its own

God?
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