Homework Questions for Pygmalion
Note: This week I want you to choose TWO of the questions below to answer in writing, as homework. This will be collected at the beginning of class, so please be prompt: late homework is not accepted. Due: Wed 3 Nov.
1. In the play’s brief preface, Shaw claims that Pygmalion is “intensely and deliberately didactic” (p. 365). Did it seem so to you? If so, what is the moral of the story? Is it a criticism of individual behavior or of society?

2. At its heart, this is the story of a transformation, but one could argue that it is only an apparent change, not a real one. Considering how she behaves and what she says in the final act, would you say Eliza is genuinely transformed, or is it merely a superficial difference? Why or why not? Be specific.

3. Shaw claimed that he had no special authority in understanding his characters, once he had launched them, and many have felt he was wrong about whether Eliza and Henry would become a couple once her transformation was complete. What do you think? Would she really prefer Freddy? Why or why not?

4. How would it change your view of the play to know that when he was young, Shaw was in Freddy’s position, though Shaw was much brainier and stronger willed? Like Freddy, Shaw was brought up in what he called the “Shabby Genteel” class, those whose families could claim some hereditary tie to the nobility but who lacked the money to live a genteel life.  He was well into middle age before he began to earn a comfortable living by his pen, and then he married an Irish heiress.
5. Why is there such an emphasis in the first two acts on Eliza’s assertion that she’s a “good girl”? How is this changed in the last scene when Eliza equates a fine lady’s position—dependent on marriage for a living—with a prostitue’s position? (Note: The film Pretty Woman is considered one modern version of this story.)

6. If you know Ovid’s story of Pygmalion, the sculptor, comment on the title of the play. What does it add to our interpretation of Higgins’ relationship to Eliza? Is it a better title than “My Fair Lady”? Why or why not?

7. There is an American character in the play, and though he never appears onstage, his role is pivotal: he lifts Alfred Doolittle to social prominence. This gives Shaw a chance to mock Americans for flattering themselves on their (our) supposed moral superiority to the snobbish British. Is it true, do you think, that we don’t classify people by the way they speak, or that we don’t hold a person’s family origin against them? Support your answer with examples.

