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			introduction

			George Bernard Shaw (1856–1950) was a writer who plied his trade with a volume and facility that his music-critic self would have recognised in Haydn, Handel or Saint-Saëns. He allowed his pen to carry on going with an ease that sometimes seems unstoppable. He wrote an awful lot of plays, containing an awful lot of words. He was a storyteller who loved the process of telling almost as much – perhaps more than – the story itself. There are moments in his plots where he turns a character inside out simply because the plot has to be resolved some time, even though the soliloquies arguing the opposite have been fierce enough to make such a change hard to credit.

			He lived so long that he was born in the age of Dickens, shortly before his good friend Elgar, and died in the golden age of Hollywood in the year when James Stewart appeared in Winchester ’73 and as man who imagines a rabbit in Harvey. Much of Shaw’s writing was attached to the moment – the newspaper and magazine articles, the political pamphlets in support of the Socialist cause – and he never managed to get going as a novelist, though he tried. He was in his thirties before he turned properly from a critic into a playwright and the producers discovered him. Thereafter the plays flowed relentlessly for forty years.

			He used the theatre for sharp social commentary, as a vehicle for debunking hypocrisy and as an antidote to establishment assumptions. As an Irish Protestant from a middle-class but relatively poor Dublin background who had struggled to make his way in London, he was as unimpressed by English imperial superiority as he was by Irish romantic nationalism. Most of all he was unimpressed by men – his father, schoolmasters, his mother’s companions. The result was that many of his plays revolve not just around strong women, but women who actively challenge their powerless status, legal and professional, in English society. They, along with the misfits, outcasts and reprobates, have all the best lines.

			Shaw found that, though his novels made little headway, his plays were often initially more successful in print than on the stage, and this probably explains the length and detail of his introductory stage directions – so comprehensive that they would be hopelessly restrictive for any director or designer to follow, however intrusive the author tried to be in the production process. On the other hand, as historical essays, character studies and commentaries on interior design, they are superb. I have included one such almost complete: his portrait of a youthful Napoleon on campaign in northern Italy from The Man of Destiny – one of his shorter plays that on its first outing in 1897 made it no further into central London than Croydon.

			The plays are not much easier to stage now, with many liable to outlast the patience of modern audiences. Shaw was always known for his resistance to producers making cuts. His themes were very much of their time, but the underlying issues – the tensions in marriage and gender relations, the absurdities of national stereotypes and the abuse of power – still hold good. His politics and obsessions are never far away, though he had enough self-knowledge to hold them up to the same satirical scrutiny as those he opposed. He was one of the founders of the Fabian movement, which fed the emerging Labour Party, but he was never a man comfortable with following a party line – the classic outsider artist. As he grew older, views which tune in well with left-wing causes of today – gender equality, the environment, vegetarianism, for example – strengthened. He would have had problems with our pandemic years, though, because he was fiercely against vaccination.

			The tendency to write ten words when one would do means that Shaw’s lines do not have the one-liner punch of Oscar Wilde’s, Shaw’s close contemporary and Irish rival (it is perhaps no coincidence that Shaw’s London stage reputation only really took off after Wilde’s death). The lines are not pithy. That does not stop them being very funny, astute, pointed and satirical. He loves being rude about the English, letting his Englishmen send themselves up with disastrous nonchalence, and his non-English characters point out the deficiencies of the national character with relentless precision. The stripping away of their pomposity is delicious, and must have had Edwardian audiences wriggling with nervous discomfort. I do not know whether it is sad or inevitable that so many of the observations still hold good over a hundred years later. They stick firmly to the backsides of English nationalist voters in the first third of the twenty-first century.

			That quality of still being relevant today, or at least sharply recognisable, has been the main criteria for selecting the quotations here. They work out of the context of plot and scene. Many need the prop of the line of dialogue before or after, but they still make their mark without too much surrounding clutter. For all his love of complicated ideas, Shaw uses language that is free flowing and surprisingly modern. There is none of the stiff-necked formality of most late Victorian writers. 

			For those like me who want spelling and punctuation to conform to standard usage, though, Shaw is a nightmare. He refused to use the apostrophe to denote a missing letter – insisting on ‘dont’ instead of ‘don’t’, and so on. Colons and semicolons litter the dialogue when a new sentence would be much more natural. In the pages that follow, then, please know that the indiosyncracies are his, not mine!

			The selection of lines here samples the first half of his playwriting career, up until 1911. My own interest in Shaw started as a teenager, when I first read Man and Superman and realised that I agreed with so much of his undermining of religious and social convention, his championship of free love (much in vogue but still hard to put into practice in 1971) and his willingness to turn hierarchies upside down. Reading the plays through from the start fifty years later, I find I am still distrustful of isms and doctrines, still cheering at the same moments and have found many more to cherish. I hope these nuggets will gleam for others too.
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