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SUMMARY 
 

 
 
Two old gentlemen meet in the rain one night 
at Covent Garden. Professor Higgins is a 
scientist of phonetics, and Colonel Pickering is 
a linguist of Indian dialects. The first bets the 
other that he can, with his knowledge of 
phonetics, convince high London society that, 
in a matter of months, he will be able to 
transform the cockney speaking Covent 
Garden flower girl, Eliza Doolittle, into a 
woman as poised and well-spoken as a 
duchess. The next morning, the girl appears at 
his laboratory on Wimpole Street to ask for 
speech lessons, offering to pay a shilling, so 
that she may speak properly enough to work in 
a flower shop. Higgins makes merciless fun of 
her, but is seduced by the idea of working his 
magic on her. Pickering goads him on by 
agreeing to cover the costs of the experiment 
if Higgins can pass Eliza off as a duchess at an 
ambassador's garden party. The challenge is 
taken, and Higgins starts by having his 
housekeeper bathe Eliza and give her new 
clothes. Then Eliza's father Alfred Doolittle 
comes to demand the return of his daughter, 
though his real intention is to hit Higgins up for 
some money. The professor, amused by 
Doolittle's unusual rhetoric, gives him five 
pounds. On his way out, the dustman fails to 
recognize the now clean, pretty flower girl as 
his daughter. 
 
For a number of months, Higgins trains Eliza to 
speak properly. Two trials for Eliza follow. The 
first occurs at Higgins' mother's home, where 
Eliza is introduced to the Eynsford Hills, a trio 
of mother, daughter, and son. The son Freddy 
is very attracted to her, and further taken with 
what he thinks is her affected "small talk" 
when she slips into cockney. Mrs. Higgins 
worries that the experiment will lead to 
problems once it is ended, but Higgins and 
Pickering are too absorbed in their game to 
take heed. A second trial, which takes place 
some months later at an ambassador's party 
(and which is not actually staged), is a 
resounding success. The wager is definitely 
won, but Higgins and Pickering are now bored 
with the project, which causes Eliza to be hurt. 
She throws Higgins' slippers at him in a rage 
because she does not know what is to 
become of her, thereby bewildering him. He 
suggests she marry somebody. She returns 
him the hired jewelry, and he accuses her of 
ingratitude. 
 

The following morning, Higgins rushes to his 
mother, in a panic because Eliza has run away. 
On his tail is Eliza's father, now unhappily rich 
from the trust of a deceased millionaire who 
took to heart Higgins' recommendation that 
Doolittle was England's "most original 
moralist." Mrs. Higgins, who has been hiding 
Eliza upstairs all along, chides the two of them 
for playing with the girl's affections. When she 
enters, Eliza thanks Pickering for always 
treating her like a lady, but threatens Higgins 
that she will go work with his rival phonetician, 
Nepommuck. The outraged Higgins cannot 
help but start to admire her. As Eliza leaves for 
her father's wedding, Higgins shouts out a few 
errands for her to run, assuming that she will 
return to him at Wimpole Street. Eliza, who has 
a lovelorn sweetheart in Freddy, and the 
wherewithal to pass as a duchess, never 
makes it clear whether she will or not. 
 
 
	  

ABOUT THE AUTHOR 
 

 
 
Born in Dublin in 1856 to a middle-class 
Protestant family bearing pretensions to 
nobility (Shaw's embarrassing alcoholic father 
claimed to be descended from Macduff, the 
slayer of Macbeth), George Bernard Shaw 
grew to become what some consider the 
second greatest English playwright, behind 
only Shakespeare. Others most certainly 
disagree with such an assessment, but few 
question Shaw's immense talent or the play's 
that talent produced. Shaw died at the age of 
94, a hypochondriac, socialist, anti-
vaccinationist, semi-feminist vegetarian who 
believed in the Life Force and only wore wool. 
He left behind him a truly massive corpus of 
work including about 60 plays, 5 novels, 3 
volumes of music criticism, 4 volumes of 
dance and theatrical criticism, and heaps of 
social commentary, political theory, and 
voluminous correspondence. And this list does 
not include the opinions that Shaw could 
always be counted on to hold about any topic, 
and which this flamboyant public figure was 
always most willing to share. Shaw's most 
lasting contribution is no doubt his plays, and 
it has been said that "a day never passes 
without a performance of some Shaw play 
being given somewhere in the world." One of 
Shaw's greatest contributions as a modern 
dramatist is in establishing drama as serious 
literature, negotiating publication deals for his 
highly popular plays so as to convince the 
public that the play was no less important than 
the novel. In that way, he created the 
conditions for later playwrights to write 
seriously for the theater. 
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Of all of Shaw's plays, Pygmalion is without 
the doubt the most beloved and popularly 
received, if not the most significant in literary 
terms. Several film versions have been made 
of the play, and it has even been adapted into 
a musical. In fact, writing the screenplay for 
the film version of 1938 helped Shaw to 
become the first and only man ever to win the 
much coveted Double: the Nobel Prize for 
literature and an Academy Award. Shaw wrote 
the part of Eliza in Pygmalion for the famous 
actress Mrs. Patrick Campbell, with whom 
Shaw was having a prominent affair at the time 
that had set all of London abuzz. The aborted 
romance between Professor Higgins and Eliza 
Doolittle reflects Shaw's own love life, which 
was always peppered with enamored and 
beautiful women, with whom he flirted 
outrageously but with whom he almost never 
had any further relations. 
 
 
	  

CHARACTERS 
 

 
 

Professor Henry Higgins 
 

Henry Higgins is a professor of phonetics who 
plays Pygmalion to Eliza Doolittle's Galatea. 
He is the author of Higgins' Universal 
Alphabet, believes in concepts like visible 
speech, and uses all manner of recording and 
photographic material to document his 
phonetic subjects, reducing people and their 
dialects into what he sees as readily 
understandable units. He is an unconventional 
man, who goes in the opposite direction from 
the rest of society in most matters. Indeed, he 
is impatient with high society, forgetful in his 
public graces, and poorly considerate of 
normal social niceties--the only reason the 
world has not turned against him is because 
he is at heart a good and harmless man. His 
biggest fault is that he can be a bully. 
 

 
Eliza Doolittle 

 
"She is not at all a romantic figure." So is she 
introduced in Act I. Everything about Eliza 
Doolittle seems to defy any conventional 
notions we might have about the romantic 
heroine. When she is transformed from a 
sassy, smart-mouthed kerbstone flower girl 
with deplorable English, to a (still sassy) regal 
figure fit to consort with nobility, it has less to 
do with her innate qualities as a heroine than 
with the fairy-tale aspect of the transformation 
myth itself. In other words, the character of 
Eliza Doolittle comes across as being much 

more instrumental than fundamental. The real 
(re-)making of Eliza Doolittle happens after the 
ambassador's party, when she decides to 
make a statement for her own dignity against 
Higgins' insensitive treatment. This is when 
she becomes, not a duchess, but an 
independent woman; and this explains why 
Higgins begins to see Eliza not as a mill 
around his neck but as a creature worthy of his 
admiration. 
 

 
Colonel Pickering 

 
Colonel Pickering, the author of Spoken 
Sanskrit, is a match for Higgins (although 
somewhat less obsessive) in his passion for 
phonetics. But where Higgins is a boorish, 
careless bully, Pickering is always considerate 
and a genuinely gentleman. He says little of 
note in the play, and appears most of all to be 
a civilized foil to Higgins' barefoot, 
absentminded crazy professor. He helps in the 
Eliza Doolittle experiment by making a wager 
of it, saying he will cover the costs of the 
experiment if Higgins does indeed make a 
convincing duchess of her. However, while 
Higgins only manages to teach Eliza 
pronunciations, it is Pickering's thoughtful 
treatment towards Eliza that teaches her to 
respect herself. 
 

 
Alfred Doolittle 

 
Alfred Doolittle is Eliza's father, an elderly but 
vigorous dustman who has had at least six 
wives and who "seems equally free from fear 
and conscience." When he learns that his 
daughter has entered the home of Henry 
Higgins, he immediately pursues to see if he 
can get some money out of the circumstance. 
His unique brand of rhetoric, an 
unembarrassed, unhypocritical advocation of 
drink and pleasure (at other people's expense), 
is amusing to Higgins. Through Higgins' joking 
recommendation, Doolittle becomes a richly 
endowed lecturer to a moral reform society, 
transforming him from lowly dustman to a 
picture of middle class morality--he becomes 
miserable. Throughout, Alfred is a scoundrel 
who is willing to sell his daughter to make a 
few pounds, but he is one of the few 
unaffected characters in the play, unmasked 
by appearance or language. Though 
scandalous, his speeches are honest. At 
points, it even seems that he might be Shaw's 
voice piece of social criticism (Alfred's 
proletariat status, given Shaw's socialist 
leanings, makes the prospect all the more 
likely). 
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Mrs. Higgins 

 
Professor Higgins' mother, Mrs. Higgins is a 
stately lady in her sixties who sees the Eliza 
Doolittle experiment as idiocy, and Higgins 
and Pickering as senseless children. She is the 
first and only character to have any qualms 
about the whole affair. When her worries prove 
true, it is to her that all the characters turn. 
Because no woman can match up to his 
mother, Higgins claims, he has no interest in 
dallying with them. To observe the mother of 
Pygmalion (Higgins), who completely 
understands all of his failings and 
inadequacies, is a good contrast to the mythic 
proportions to which Higgins builds himself in 
his self-estimations as a scientist of phonetics 
and a creator of duchesses. 
 

 
Freddy Eynsford Hill 

 
Higgins' surmise that Freddy is a fool is 
probably accurate. In the opening scene he is 
a spineless and resourceless lackey to his 
mother and sister. Later, he is comically 
bowled over by Eliza, the half-baked duchess 
who still speaks cockney. He becomes 
lovesick for Eliza, and courts her with letters. 
At the play's close, Freddy serves as a young, 
viable marriage option for Eliza, making the 
possible path she will follow unclear to the 
reader. 
 
 
	  

THE MYTH OF PYGMALION 
 

 
 
This story was told by the Roman poet Ovid in 
a book called Metamorphoses. 
 
Pygmalion was a prince of Cyprus, a hater of 
women, and a very talented sculptor. 
Resolving that he would never marry, 
Pygmalion created a marble statue of a 
woman so beautiful that no living woman 
approached her allure. Pygmalion called his 
statue Galatea, which means “sleeping love”. 
Infatuated with his own creation, he clothed 
the statue and gave it gifts of jewels and 
flowers. He kept it on a bed of the softest 
blankets and pillows, where it looked so alive 
that he could hardly believe it wasn’t human. 
 
The festival of Aphrodite, goddess of love, was 
approaching. This festival was highly 
celebrated in Cyprus, and Pygmalion decided 
to visit the altar of the goddess and make a 
request. He brought gifts to please Aphrodite 
and asked her to give him a wife who was just 

like his statue. In response, Aphrodite caused 
the flame on the altar to flare up three times 
into the air. 
 
After Pygmalion left the altar, Aphrodite 
decided to visit Galatea. She went ot 
Pygmalion’s home, and was very please to 
discover that Galatea resembled herself. To 
reward Pygmalion for his creation, she brought 
Galatea to life. When Pygmalion discovered 
that Galatea was alive, he decided to marry 
her. Their marriage was blessed with a 
daughter, Paphos. Pygmalion and Galatea 
brought gifts to the altar of Aphrodite every 
year. They were rewarded with a long and 
happy marriage. 
 
 

	  
ACTIVITIES WHILE READING THE PLAY 

 
 
 

Act I 
 
1. What purpose does the rain shower serve? 
 
2. The note taker is assumed to be of what 
profession? What actually is his pro- fession? 
 
3. What does the note taker say about a 
“woman who utters such depressing and 
disgusting sounds”? 
 
4. The note taker brags about what he could 
do for the flower girl within three months. What 
does he claim? 
 
5. Who takes the cab Freddy brings? Why 
 
6. What do Higgins and Pickering have in 
common? 
 
 

Act II 
 
1. When Higgins recognizes the flower girl, 
what is his reaction? 
 
2. What does Eliza Doolittle want? 
 
3. Even after he agrees to teach her, what is 
Higgins’ attitude towards Eliza? 
 
4. Describe Mrs. Pearce’s role. 
 
5. Eliza determines to leave rather than to be 
further insulted. How does Hig- gins persuade 
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her to stay? 
 
6. What is the point of the bath scene? 
 
7. Mrs. Pearce makes some suggestions to 
Higgins. What are they? 
 
8. Why did Alfred Doolittle come to see 
Professor Higgins? 
 
9. Doolittle says, “I’m undeserving, and I mean 
to go on being undeserving.” Why does he not 
want to better himself? 
 
10. Why does Doolittle want only five pounds 
instead of the ten he is offered? 
 
 

Act III 
 
1. Who are Mrs. and Miss Eynsford Hill? 
 
2. Henry says, “We want two or three people. 
You’ll do as well as anybody else.” What does 
the fact that he says that tell us? 
 
3. What does Liza do wrong at Mrs. Higgins’ 
home?  
 
4. What does Clara think of Eliza?  
 
5. Who is Nepommuck?  
 
6. Is Eliza successful at the ambassador’s 
reception? 
 
 

Act IV 
 
1. Why did Eliza throw Higgins’ slippers at 
him? 
 
2. What is Higgins’ advice to Liza when he 
realises she is upset (although he cannot 
understand why she is upset)? 
 
3. Why does Liza wish Higgins had left her 
where he had found her? 
 
4. Why does Liza tell Freddy, “Don’t you call 
me Miss Doolittle [...] Liza is good enough for 
me.” 
 
5. What was Freddy doing below Eliza’s 
window? 
 
 
 
 

 

Act V 
 
1. Why is Henry Higgins concerned about 
Liza’s being gone? 
 
2. Why is Alfred Doolittle upset? 
 
3. Higgins says, “She behaved in the most 
outrageous way. I never gave her the slightest 
provocation.” Is he lying or not? 
 
4. What becomes of Eliza? 
 


