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A Note to the Reader


It is now widely accepted (I would say ‘a truth universally acknowledged’, if it was at all safe in this day and age to approve of the highly problematic Jane Austen) that the modern reader needs to be protected from the harmful attitudes of the past.


When looking at supposedly ‘classic’ movies and TV, ‘great’ literature and ‘innocent’ children’s entertainment, we are assailed from every side by appalling values. In Titus Andronicus, for instance, the title character tricks a woman into eating a pie made from the flesh of her own sons. It is almost as though Shakespeare is deliberately goading us. Has he no respect for those with gluten intolerance or coeliac disease? Does he not care for the feelings of vegetarians or vegans? Is he taking a racist–colonialist potshot at the cannibalistic tribes still dwelling in Papua New Guinea, who have no way of defending themselves (except, of course, by eating their enemies)?


Chaucer has been hailed as the first great writer in English. Yet could anything more emphatically reinforce the inequities of the North–South divide (with its accompanying gap in wealth and opportunities) than writing about a pilgrimage to Canterbury of all places, deep within the bosom of the complacently wealthy south-east? If he had an ounce of respect for the concept of ‘levelling up’, would he not have sent his pilgrims to Skegness, Skelmersdale or Scunthorpe?


Even popular texts for children are not safe from this scourge. After all, can we really allow a character to be called Winnie the Pooh? Are we not endangering the young with lifelong complexes about faeces, possibly encouraging generations obsessed with scatology and even coprophagia? (To me, the answer seems so simple: change the name to Lucy the Wee! Let us not foster the acquisition of dung, but encourage the release of urine!)


Previous generations have shown their own complicity with these systems of oppression by turning a blind eye. This will not stand!


I have taken upon myself the task of expunging the harmful messages and offensive tropes which abound everywhere you look within the world of literature, television and cinema. I offer only humble suggestions, which I have striven to ensure are strictly in line with the most progressive standards of our society. At least, as much as possible: if some of my phraseology has aged badly in the weeks between final manuscript and publication, as seems entirely plausible, I expect to be thoroughly chastised and shunned by many of my contemporaries.


Finally, to those who baulk at my suggestions, be assured I am not trying to cancel culture, only to provide it with a safe and comfortable rail-replacement bus service.


PROF. IVOR VERTUE,
Folkestone Wetherspoons, April 2024









About Prof. Ivor Vertue


Ivor Vertue completed a PhD in the depiction of sticky-back plastic in 1980s children’s television from the University of Bexhill, and is a co-host (with the TikTok wild-knitting sensation Persephone Toynboyle) of the podcast Mullet Over – an unashamedly geeky episode-by-episode re-evaluation of Pat Sharp’s Fun House. A well-known face on the Sidcup poetry slam scene, he also placed third in the all-Kent pole-dance-a-palooza in 2021.
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Romeo and Juliet


by William Shakespeare


Shakespeare’s great romantic tragedy, probably first performed in 1597, follows the story of two teenage ‘star-cross’d lovers’ who meet a tragic end. Their families, the Montagues and the Capulets, are competing factions in a ‘turf war’, a vicious and unstoppable blood feud memorably put to music in the theme tune to The Apprentice. Despite (or perhaps partly because of) overt disapproval and threats from family members and authority figures, Romeo and Juliet fall in love.


The plot can be understood by modern readers as a ‘pre-make’ of Steven Spielberg’s West Side Story – a canny marketing move on Shakespeare’s part. However, the story features (and may be seen to encourage) multiple instances of extremely dangerous themes for modern readers: drug use; accidental overdoses; teenage knife crime; unprotected sex; unsafe and unsupervised balcony usage; and an outdated and sexist depiction of a female nurse as a protective maternal figure, which can be offensive to nurses who may feel judged by not fitting this criterion.


Potential trigger warnings




! Authority defiance disorder


! Peer pressure


! Gang violence


! Lack of adequate sex education/risk of unexpected teenage pregnancy


! Citizens of Verona may well be offended or emotionally damaged by its depiction as a crime-ridden city, when in fact crime rates are currently among the lowest in the region and the city has multiple positive reviews on both Tripadvisor and Google Maps





Problematic quotations


‘A plague o’ both your houses’: triggering for sufferers of long Covid and upsetting for people with no fixed abode.


‘That which we call a rose,/By any other word would smell as sweet’: stigmatises those with no sense of smell and seems to mock those allergic to the scent of roses.


‘Romeo, Romeo, wherefore art thou, Romeo?’: overly ornate language incomprehensible to modern audiences. Suggest Juliet texting her lover: ‘Romeo where tf r u? [image: Illustration]


Suggested revisions


The apothecary is directly responsible for the death of the two main characters. This stigmatises non-traditional and homeopathic medicine, its users and practitioners. Suggest changing the apothecary to a representative of Big Pharma, selling opioids. Also, his lack of adequate safety instructions for the use of his products could stoke fear of mainstream medical practitioners and cause symptoms of diseases to go untreated. The Montagues and Capulets should form a class action lawsuit against him.


Offensively heteronormative choice of character names: suggest androgynous replacements such as Sam and Kim, or Tom/Thom and Gerry/Jerri.


The ending in which both Romeo and Juliet die will be very emotionally damaging for modern readers. Both of them should survive and commit to a long-term relationship, couples’ therapy and a visit to a family planning clinic.
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The Wind in the Willows


by Kenneth Grahame


Kenneth Grahame’s charming book about the exploits of Mole, Ratty, Badger and Toad is a picture of apparently financially stable upper-middle-class cis-males enjoying large amounts of leisure time in the untouched English countryside. It will be alienating for young readers on many levels, primarily because they cannot relate to the lifestyle, and have ahead of them a life of wage-slavery and retirement probably in their late seventies.


The exquisite rural picturesqueness is a vision of a world gone by, and ought to be rewritten showing large amounts of litter and fly-tipping in the woods, the roads at a standstill with queues of lorries going back to Dover, and the characters all being suspicious and distrustful of each other’s motives, with natural habitats ravaged by intensive farming methods and harmful pesticides.


Problematic quotations


‘Believe me, my young friend, there is nothing – absolutely nothing – half so much worth doing as simply messing about in boats’: messing about is strictly to be discouraged in boats, as it is extremely dangerous. Under current legislation, all passengers must familiarise themselves with (and preferably memorise) safety procedures, including the locations of life-jackets, first-aid kits, fire extinguishers, flares, rubber dinghies, air pumps, whistles and safe exit points.


Suggested revisions


It is entirely inappropriate for Ratty, Mole and Toad to go off in something referred to as a ‘gypsy caravan’. The phrasing is outdated (a ‘traditional Romany or Traveller vardo’ might be acceptable) but more importantly it is cultural appropriation – just as they oughtn’t to spend a weekend renting out an igloo or wigwam (although an internet search reveals that sadly such inappropriate experiences are widely available and popular) – they should instead be driving a white transit van.


Toad’s obsession with a motor car is perhaps understandable for a piece of fiction written at the dawn of the internal combustion engine, when roads were empty and before the invention of leaded petrol. However, now it strikes the wrong note. Recommend he falls in love with his new Tesla, which he crashes owing to the extreme acceleration capabilities, albeit he ought to drop some warning remarks about the company owner’s disturbing obsession with ‘absolute free speech’.


The spectacle of Toad (a cis-male) dressed in female clothes (of a working-class washerwoman), escaping prison and then driving dangerously is a deeply troubling portrayal of a trans-spectrum character, which amounts to hate speech – this passage is irredeemable and must be cut out.









The Flintstones


(Hanna-Barbera)


The depiction of the ordinary American family as a clan of Stone Age cave dwellers has aged well as a satirical device, especially considering the pre-Civil Rights American era in which the Hanna-Barbera series was made, and the anti-democratic and liberal-hostile agenda which has taken sway among grassroots traditional America.


But instead of the savage (pun intended) take-down of picket-fence values one might expect, the family is depicted as a haven of domestic security and viewed with warm indulgence rather than the jaw-dropping horror that would be more appropriate.


Potential trigger warnings




! Domestic animal abuse (kicking the cat out through the front door in the closing credits)


! The wearing of animal fur depicted as common and acceptable – change to faux fur





Problematic quotations


‘Yabba dabba doo!’: Fred’s yells of jubilation (as well as his frequent screams of dismay) are a display of his poor emotional regulation and create a potentially disturbing domestic atmosphere for his children. He should instead just nod calmly and take things in his stride, seeking not to overreact in order to set a better example.


‘Gonna have a gay old time’: despite this apparent gesture towards LGBTQIA+ inclusivity, there is a staunch refusal to acknowledge anything other than thriving heteronormativity even here during the Stone Age – an era of supposed bestial lawlessness. It would be more appropriate for Fred and Barney to be having a torrid sexual affair in a hidden cave.


Suggested revisions


The show is a veritable smorgasbord of historical inaccuracy liable to lace any young viewer’s mind with confusion and incorrect information. Dinosaurs, in particular, were not contemporaneous with Stone Age people; nor was leaving a stone bottle outside a residence likely to result in it being filled with milk the following morning. Such flights of fancy may lead to a rose-tinted view of early humans and their struggles against a merciless universe.


In the credits, the Flintstones and the Rubbles are depicted going to watch a movie and then going to a drive-thru. This relaxing leisure activity is a non-realistic view of the daily struggles of life at the dawn of human civilisation. It would be preferable for them to be shown performing realistic activities – scavenging from the carcass of a dead bison or engaging in bloody tit-for-tat tribal warfare.


The show features a kangaroo, which has never been native to North America (the presumed setting for the series, albeit this is not made explicit). In fact, Caucasian Stone Age man did not populate either the North American or the Australian land masses – the earliest human settlers being the Native Americans and First Nations of Australia. To be acceptable, the show should be reproduced from scratch to reflect these important differences, or else justly be accused of adding fictional continental colonialism on top of the crimes of its factual counterpart.


It is not promoting safety to show a family keeping a sabre-tooth tiger as a pet. Instead, in the opening credits, they should stalk and kill it, then eat its flesh for dinner.


Running while carrying the weight of a log-frame stone-wheel car is liable to cause serious lumbar and muscular distress and must be strenuously discouraged – for Fred’s journey to work he should walk.


Bamm-Bamm – Barney and Betty’s son – is a preternaturally strong and violent toddler who can only say ‘bam bam’, and smash things. This promotes harmful generalisations about male youth violence. Change his name to something more positive and healthy but equally adaptable to the infant tongue, such as ‘Cous Cous’.


‘Bedrock’, their home town, has suspicious and potentially subversive sexual connotations indicating marital activity. Change to something more innocent sounding, like ‘Mudpassage’ or ‘Fertile Valley Entrance’.









Where’s Wally?


by Martin Handford


Time and time again when picking up a beloved old text which appears to be the picture of innocence, you take one look and think at once, ‘Wow, why didn’t someone see this before?’


For no book could this be more true than the internationally bestselling Where’s Wally? /Where’s Waldo? brand, which has been on bookshelves in almost every home and library since the late-1980s.


Most books aimed at children understandably have a child as the main character. Here is a whole series where the protagonist is a solo adult man who never speaks to anyone, has no friends, interacts with no one, yet can always be found at the back of large bustling crowds trying not to draw attention to himself. His motives are inscrutable, his disguise (that of an effete football enthusiast) unconvincing. If one considers what he might actually be up to, his expression of studied innocence becomes frankly sinister. On top of this there is his continuous and restless roaming among tourist attractions, holiday parks, airports, beaches and funfairs. One’s blood runs cold when speculating as to what it is he is waiting for a chance to do.


Naïve art students could claim Handford’s art style is in the Wimmelbilderbuch tradition, which builds on work by Hieronymus Bosch and Pieter Bruegel the Elder. Those two artists sometimes composed panoramas of horror peopled by monsters, violence, pestilence and death – yet in its antiseptic plainness, containing its one elusive red spot, Wally’s world is somehow more terrifying.


Suggested revisions


To reverse the sinister alienation of the extant artworks, Wally should be depicted clearly in the centre, hanging out with a diverse group of friends, colleagues and relatives, and performing healthful activities like picking up litter, collecting for charity or planting trees.









Oliver Twist


by Charles Dickens


The second novel by Charles Dickens (1812–1870), written when he was just twenty-five years old.


Dickens demonises underprivileged working-class youths who are groomed into becoming criminals in this story of an orphan who joins a pickpocketing gang. Aged nine, Twist is sent to a workhouse, where he is mistreated and deprived of adequate nutrition, in a kind of ‘misery memoir’ that wallows in a kind of inverted food porn.


Under the tutelage of the Artful Dodger, he gets a place on an informal internship programme in burglary, a key growth industry of the era. After many trials and tribulations, Twist is in the end ‘saved’ by being welcomed into the bosom of a middle-class household, upholding a view of systematic classism that offers no solutions to the inherent problems of social immobility, simply reinforcing it through a narrative of the upper-class saviour and the lower-class miscreant.


Potential trigger warnings:




! Food poverty


! Absence of a living wage


! Depiction of inner-city smoke pollution alienating to many climate-conscious Londoners, after the successful implementation of ULEZ


! Equally in danger of outraging outer-city car owners unfairly penalised by ULEZ overreach


! Irresponsible characterisation of child gangs as cheerful, welcoming and supportive groups


! Overwritten sentences


! Abandonment issues


! Victim blaming


! Claustrophobia/Fear of chimneys


! Depictions of Jewish people with Irish names





Problematic quotations


‘The law is a ass’ (sic): promotes poor grammar; ‘an’ is the correct indefinite article to use before a word beginning with a vowel. Further, to modern readers ‘ass’ is a colloquial term for a bottom. Suggest changing to: ‘The law is a donkey’.


‘Please, sir, I want some more’: stigmatises those living in food poverty. Danger of encouraging enlarged portion sizes, which goes against acknowledged obesity guidelines. Suggest changing to: ‘Please, sir, is this one of my five a day?’


Suggested revisions


The character of Nancy should be aged up to eighteen, as reference to the existence of child prostitutes is not suitable for a work of entertainment.


Fagin is an antisemitic stereotype. His character should be changed to a plump, cheerful man from Lancashire.


Most sentences are too long to be understood by modern readers. Suggest cutting all of them in half or rewriting using ChatGPT.


Younger readers will be traumatised by descriptions of the life of London’s poor – make these characters more comfortable, healthy and in less physical and psychological danger, to protect readers’ mental health.
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The Tale of Peter Rabbit


by Beatrix Potter


No other text covered in this book deserves as much urgent and complete overhauling as this supposedly ‘cutesy’ tale, in which Peter disobeys his mother to go exploring in Mr McGregor’s garden to try to find food, and is nearly caught. Probably it has so far escaped attention owing to the gentle tone of its artwork and the supposed safeness and simplicity of the story – this is exactly how the very worst offenders against our values have evaded censure for so long, by hiding ‘in plain sight’.
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