Play Submission for Season Selection

MAJOR BARBARA

Basic Information. Major Barbara was written in 1905. Aside from Pygmalion and its later transformation into My Fair Lady, Major Barbara is probably the most well known of Shaw’s many works: it is frequently performed by professional and regional theatres and it is the play that appears most frequently in anthologies and survey texts. It is not done often, however, by college and university theatres because of its size and the formidable role of Andrew Undershaft. The play has three acts (although the two scenes in Act III make it feel like four acts) and takes place over three days in London during 1905. It requires three settings: Lady Britomart’s library in Wilton Crescent (a well to do section of London), the West Ham Salvation Army Shelter Yard, and the Foundry at Perivale St. Andrews, a company town of the Undershaft Ammunition Works. It requires 6 women and 9 men.

Women



Men
Lady Britomart (50)


Stephen Undershaft (25)

Barbara Undershaft (22)

Morrison (40-65—butler)

Sarah Undershaft (23)


Charles Lomax (24)

Rummy Mitchens (55)


Adolphus Cusins (26)

Jenny (20)



Snobby Price (50)

Mrs. Baines (50)


Peter Shirley (50-60)






Bill Walker (25-30)






Bilton (30-60)

Andrew Undershaft (60)

Educational value. As noted above, this play is one of Shaw’s most famous, and for good reason. It combines his brilliant ideas about the causes and cure for poverty, the role of religion, and the dignity of labor, with great humor and a conflict of wit and conscience between three driven, charming, and persuasive main characters. It will require actors to learn standard British and cockney dialects and to work obsessively on the language of this piece. Many characters have monologues of some size, but Barbara, Cusins, and Andrew Undershaft have very long, impressive speeches--some of which might need to be trimmed—which would provide all the actors with valuable experience in handling monologues. 

Entertainment value. While the action of Major Barbara is less farcical than Arms and the Man, it is still fast-paced and very funny. The characters of Charles Lomax, Stephen, and Lady Britomart are wonderful examples of eccentric, upper class snobbery. The bully, Bill Walker, is like the cowardly lion—a big blowhard who turns into a blubbering child when his feelings are hurt.

Resource evaluation. Costume Design. Barbara, Sarah, Charles, Cusins, Stephen, and Lady Britomart would require two outfits.  The second outfit for Barbara would be a Salvation Army uniform. Cusins would need two outfits plus an S.A. uniform. Mrs. Baines and Jenny need S.A. uniforms, too. Andrew would need separate pieces that could cover three day’s time—so I don’t know if that would require three completely new outfits or not. Granted, he’s a wealthy man, but he doesn’t care about money or clothing. The shelter residents need only one outfit—working class clothing. The butler needs servant attire and Bilton needs a worker’s jumpsuit or overalls. Scene Design. Depending on how large and realistic you wanted the play to look, the different settings, listed above, could be spare or vastly detailed. In any case, the foundry set must look large and impressive to match their founder and his dynasty. Lighting. No extraordinary lighting demands seem required.

Final evaluation. Due to its size, this piece should play in the second or fourth slots.

