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Pygmalion

Curiously enough, the first film adapting Pygmalion was a German production

directed by Erich Engel in 1935; the second was Dutch (1937, directed by Ludwig

Berger).  The persistent Gabriel Pascal—an Hungarian émigré attached to the circle

of his fellow countryman, the influential producer Alexander Korda—convinced an

initially resistant Shaw to let him film Pygmalion, which would be his third British

film, practically twenty-five years after its opening in a British theatre.  Shaw, who

was quite dissatisfied with the British screen versions of his plays How he Lied to her

Husband (1931) and Arms and the Man (1932) in which he had been closely

involved, apparently allowed Pascal to make this first English film version of

Pygmalion because the sly Hungarian assured Shaw that his text would be respected

and he would retain full control of the film’s ending, a point that deeply concerned

the dramatist.  Shaw even accepted Pascal’s offer to write himself the screenplay,

“having loathed the sentimental German and Dutch film adaptations.”3 The credits

for this screenplay went finally, however, to a team of four writers including Shaw

himself: Cecil Lewis—author of the screenplays for How he Lied to her Husband and

Arms and the Man—W. P. Lipscomb and Ian Dalrymple; the two latter seem to have

been employed to revise the final version of the script, a quite habitual practice,

without actually collaborating with Shaw.  Whatever were their exact contributions,

the four of them were awarded an Oscar for best screenplay adapted from other

materials.  Shaw rejected his, feeling that the award was an insult to the author of the

original play.4

 Pygmalion was made at the British Pinewood studios but distributed by

Hollywood’s MGM.  “Everywhere the film was shown,” R. J. Minney notes in his
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Act III, the embassy reception, and for Act IV Eliza’s flight from Higgins to spend a

chaste night with Freddy, a strangely frustrated elopement.

Shaw’s ‘Note for Technicians,’ reproduced by the Penguin edition, warns that

“a complete representation of the play as printed for the first time in this edition is

technically possible only on the cinema screen or on stages furnished with

exceptionally elaborate machinery,” though this is not necessarily true.8 He

recommends, simply, to suppress the extra scenes in less elaborate stage productions,

seemingly disregarding a non-realistic staging of the play.  In any case, it is important

to note that the play offered to readers today is not, therefore, the play as Shaw

originally wrote it, nor as it was printed in 1916, but a fusion of stage play and screen

play.9 Since the 1941 edition only incorporates Shaw’s new scenes, and not those of

his collaborators, it is safe to deduce that his work for the film helped him discover

new angles on his play that he thought worth keeping in further editions and, of

course, future stage productions.

Despite Pascal’s promises, Shaw had actually little control over the film’s plot

and cast.  He seems not to have objected to the leading lady but he profoundly

disliked Leslie Howard’s performance as Higgins—Shaw’s choice was Charles

Laughton—on the grounds that the suave Howard “could never have bent Eliza to his

will”, somewhat forgetting that Higgins does not exactly tame Eliza in the play.10

Hiller plays the role of Eliza admirably and is quite credible in her transition from

flower girl to lady, unlike the always aristocratic Audrey Hepburn of My Fair Lady.

Throughout the film, Hiller looks, however, too intelligent not to see the

consequences of her accepting Higgins’s foolish experiment, and, clearly, far more

mature than him.  Howard’s charming Higgins stresses the character’s boyishness

and his incorrigible manners, something which makes him far more sympathetic than
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Rex Harrison’s Professor in Cukor’s film but also less formidable.  Shaw resented the

tenderness Howard added to the role, finding his characterisation excessively

romantic.  As shooting was in progress, a desperate Shaw wrote to Pascal: “It’s

amazing how hopelessly wrong Leslie is. However, the public will like him, and

probably want him to marry Eliza, which is just what I don’t want.”11 Fearing Shaw’s

reaction, Pascal did not tell him that the chosen ending pointed in that direction.  Two

days before the release a puzzled Shaw saw in a press pass how, soon after leaving

Mrs. Higgins’s house with Freddy, Eliza returned home to Higgins.12 Far from

welcoming her with loving arms, she is received by his tart “Where the devil are my

slippers?” Not quite a romantic ending, but clearly a long way away from Shaw’s

intended open end.

Pygmalion, the film, should be read, therefore, as a critical version of Shaw’s

play.  Despite Shaw’s close involvement, the film is an interpretation, rather than a

faithful copy, and this is due to Pascal’s, Asquith’s and Howard’s interventions, not

to mention those of the other three writers.  The film does follow to a great extent

Shaw’s play, with little variations on Shaw’s original dialogue, but, inevitably, it is

just one of many possible versions of the play, never the play, as Shaw surely would

have wished.

Perhaps the aspect that is more questionable in this otherwise fine reading, is

the displacement of the time location of Eliza’s metamorphosis from the original

1910s to the 1930s when the film was made.  The costumes by Professor (sic) L.

Czettel clearly indicate the time lapse, yet the script ignores the implications that the

chronological displacement should have had in Eliza’s story.  Pre-World War I

working-class women like her had a far more limited horizon than their 1930s

counterparts, who had massively entered the work force replacing the men fighting in
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words are hardly heard at all, suggest that her extraordinary new physical appearance,

which both discovers her natural beauty and covers it with a mantle of artifice, is at

the core of her metamorphosis, not just phonetics.  Yet, language must still play an

important role.  In the modified play Eliza thinks that she has lost the bet because a

lady tells her that she speaks like Queen Victoria, but the point in either play or film

is that Higgins partly loses the bet he entered with Col. Pickering—a partial failure

the full meaning of which he never even considers.  As it happens, Higgins bets he

can teach Eliza to pass herself off as an English duchess in six months but ironically

he only succeeds in convincing the upper classes gathered at the embassy that Eliza is

a foreign aristocrat.

Higgins’s star pupil, the Hungarian Karpathy, declares that Eliza must be a

Hungarian princess of royal blood, since only foreigners speak such perfect English.

The joke is intended to stress Karpathy’s gullibility but may also point at Pascal,

since he shared Karpathy’s nationality, and the scene, it must be remembered, was

written for the film.  Karpathy’s conclusion heavily undermines Shaw’s own message

against the social discrimination that English working-class people suffer on

linguistic grounds.  His remark indirectly questions Higgins’s ability as a teacher of

phonetics, for, far from succeeding in raising Eliza socially, Higgins turns her into an

outsider in her own country.  The remark also deconstructs Shaw’s social message,

since he wilfully allows Higgins to give Eliza a kind of tuition that is completely

useless for her goals, namely, employment as a shop assistant in a respectable flower

shop.

Shaw himself could not come up with a solid ending for the play which could

make the best of Eliza’s newly acquired social graces.  He abhorred the happy ending

most performers and audiences favoured—the suggestion that Eliza and Higgins
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would eventually marry—but could not find a suitable alternative ending.  In the

‘Epilogue’ that he added in the 1916 edition of Pygmalion, which is a sort of report

on Eliza’s imagined future rather than a new scene, he supposed that Eliza finally

marries her penniless but pretty suitor Freddy (as his preferred ending supposed) and

that together they run a flower and vegetable shop financed by Pickering, as they

enjoy Higgins’s long-lasting friendship.  Shaw’s adapters disregarded this rather

implausible ending and chose for the film the obvious romantic option, also favoured

by the very title of the play.  This, as is well known, refers to the myth of the Greek

king who fell in love with a statue he had himself made and who was granted by

Aphrodite his wish that the statue became his flesh and blood wife.

In the film, the final scene with Higgins’s peremptorily demanding his

slippers as Eliza smiles clearly shows that Pygmalion has once more succeeded in

turning his work of art into the perfect wife, though in this case she’ll be an upper

middle-class rather than a royal consort.  Whether their marriage will turn out to be a

failure or a success is mere speculation, but it is hard to see what else she could do—

unless, that is, she opened her own school to teach working-class women like her to

catch a wealthy husband.  From a contemporary, feminist point of view, this is as

disappointing as Shaw’s solution (why would Freddy be necessary in Eliza’s life?),

since only marriage gives Eliza access to a higher social status.  Still, given the

evident attraction between Higgins and Eliza—an attraction Shaw stubbornly

denied—the happy ending makes complete sense.  As Nicholas Greene observes, “the

final unresolved conflict between the two is the right ending for the play because it is

the ultimate expression of the inalienable individuality of each.”13 Happy, thus, does

not mean sugary, for love needn’t soften the strong personalities of Higgins and Eliza.

The film’s happy ending announces the beginning of yet another battle in the war of
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however, also gave up on the adaptation after six months, pleading that Shaw’s

comedy was too intellectual for a musical.  Pascal died in 1954 without seeing his

efforts come to term, but the seed of My Fair Lady had been already planted.

Right after Pascal’s death, Lerner and Loewe decided to try again, either out

of a sense of guilt at having failed Pascal, or feeling a renewed interest in the

challenge posed by Shaw’s text.  Lerner, a cultured American, and Loewe, a no less

cultured Berliner, created together a charming Broadway musical that was also “an

exceptionally literate show.”15 The show opened in New York, at the Mark Tellinger

Theatre, in 1956 to raving reviews.  Exceptionally for a Broadway production of that

time, the cast included three leading British actors: Rex Harrison as Higgins,

newcomer Julie Andrews as Eliza (this was her second Broadway play) and Stanley

Holloway as Alfred Doolittle.16 The show had a run of six and a half years—2,717

performances—closing in 1962.  In his autobiography Rex Harrison reminisces how

the cast felt that they were “taking part in something out of the ordinary, and that it

might be the only time in our lives that we would be connected with anything quite

like it.” 17

Among those to attend the glorious opening night was studio mogul Jack

Warner.18 Fascinated by the show, he persuaded Lerner to adapt it for the screen,

leaving aside stage director Moss Hart, whose work, despite being the basis of much

seen in the film, was not finally credited.  Warner bought the rights from CBS, which

had—exceptionally for this type of show—financed the Broadway production and

marketed the popular records.  Warner paid $5 million, an amazing investment at the

time, especially as the rights would reverts to CBS in seven years’ time.  Even though

initially Warner wanted Vincente Minelli to direct the film, he finally hired George

Cukor. Minelli was discarded for asking a percentage of the film’s box office,
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David Tree as Freddy is won hands down by Howard’s smooth Higgins.  Tree, an

attractive man who plays Freddy as a fatuous young man too fond of sniggering, has

little to do with My Fair Lady’s Jeremy Brett, a more mature, much less foolish

Freddy.  When Brett/Freddy sings “The Street where You Live” as he waits for a

glimpse of his beloved Eliza he appears to be the quintessential romantic lover, far

above the play’s original Freddy, a silly boy devoted to writing bad poetry.  When

Hepburn/Eliza sings “Show me” to him, openly asking for love, it is evident that

Hepburn and Brett make an attractive couple.  Since Freddy’s glaring defects are

smoothed out by Brett’s dandy looks and romantic performance, Harrison’s fatherly

bachelor appears to be a far less likely choice for young Eliza than in the play or in

Pascal’s film.  The happy ending of My Fair Lady acquires thus strange overtones.

Why, indeed, would Hepburn/Eliza feel an overwhelming ‘biological’ attraction for

Harrison/Higgins, preferring him over Brett/Freddy?

When Eliza sings “I could have Danced all Night,” after discovering her

passion for Higgins, contemporary spectators must suspend their disbelief to accept

that she does love dull, old Higgins.35 Unless, that is, we assume that she was so

terribly starved for affection as a child that she seeks it now in Higgins seen as an

idealised father figure—or that the play Pygmalion, despite its problematic ending, is

nothing more than the sexual fantasy of a middle-aged man.  Classic Hollywood

films, of course, tended to please male cinema goers by offering them fantasies in

which middle-aged men seduced young women.  Such films include other popular

stage and screen musicals such as Gigi (1958)—actually a variation on the Pygmalion

theme also scripted by Lerner—or Funny Face (1957), also starring Audrey Hepburn.

Whatever audiences may have felt in the 1960s, in our ironic, post post-modern 21st

century, in which films are fantasies addressed to younger audiences, Eliza’s meek
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Gabriel Pascal’s film Pygmalion, Alan Jay Lerner’s stage musical My Fair

Lady and George Cukor’s film version are, as I have shown here, not just mere copies

of G. B. Shaw’s play Pygmalion but texts engaged in an active dialogue with Shaw’s

original play, especially as regards Eliza’s fate.  The main bulk of the dialogue deals,

in any case, with the tension between author and adapter for the control over the

screen adaptation, a tension which is unavoidable in the cases in which the original

author understands, as Shaw did, that the adaptation must respect its literary source -

a point which is, clearly, debatable.  Shaw’s authorial resistance simply slowed down

an unstoppable process that Pascal’s persistence had set in motion when he first

thought of filming Pygmalion, and that gathered momentum once Shaw died.

Lerner’s and Cukor’s works combined the fidelity to Shaw’s text imposed by his legal

heirs with the breach of trust opened by Pascal’s idea of turning Pygmalion into a

musical despite Shaw’s dislike of the genre.  The success of My Fair Lady simply

proves that the concept of literary authorship has been deeply questioned in the 20th

century by the pragmatics—the business practices—of filmmaking and that authorial

resistance will never prevail over the adapter’s persistence.  This persistence, to

conclude, must not be seen as betrayal but just as another source of artistic creativity.

Perhaps the literary author’s deepest anxieties should not be aroused, after all, by the

fear that the adaptation will betray its literary source, but by the fear that the film

might be artistically superior to its source.  Had Shaw seen My Fair Lady this might

have been his main worry.
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25 McGilligan, 279.
26 British designer and photographer Cecil Beaton had designed the costumes for the
New York and London productions of the show and made new designs for Cukor’s
film.  His splendid work is one of the main attractions of My Fair Lady, but it seems
quite clear now that he attributed to himself the production design actually carried out
by George Allen, which caused constant tensions on the set (see Lambert, 241).
27 McGilligan, 292.
28 Harrison, 209.
29 Lambert, 242.
30 Martin Sutton, ‘Patterns of Meaning in the Musical’ in Genre: The Musical ed.
Rick Altman (London: BFI, 1981), 191.
31 Ibid., 195.
32 Rex Harrison (56) and Audrey Hepburn (35) were too old for the roles.  Leslie
Howard (41) and Wendy Hiller (26) were closer, though Hiller was still 6 years too
old.  Curiously enough, Hepburn looks younger than Hiller.  In any case, Mrs. Patrick
Campbell first played the role of Eliza, which Shaw had written specifically for her,
aged 47.
33 Bernard Shaw, Pygmalion: A Romance in Five Acts ed. Dan H. Laurence
(Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1988), 138.
34 Arthur Ganz, George Bernard Shaw (London: Macmillan, 1983), 180.
35 On the three occasions I have taught the play my students, mostly undergraduate
girls of Eliza’s age, have steadily refused to believe her declaration of love for
Higgins in My Fair Lady, preferring Freddy.  When reading the play, their opinions
about the ending were sharply divided, though.  Only a few dared voice the opinion
that Eliza should remain single and happily independent at the end of the play against
the majority’s preference for romance with either Higgins or Freddy.


