
Pygmalion 

by George Bernard Shaw 

Preface 

In the preface Shaw describes the Oxford phonetician Henry Sweet, on 

whom Professor Higgins is modeled, but warns us that Higgins is not a portrait of 

Sweet. Shaw says that he wrote the play in order to make the English aware of the 

importance of phonetics, and he is grateful that the play has been a great success on 

the stage. He complains that the way English is written has little to do with the way 

it is pronounced, and he pleads for a new alphabet and a reform in spelling. 

Act One 

On a rainy night after an opera performance in Covent Garden, London, 

Mrs. Eynsford Hill takes shelter with her daughter Clare in a church doorway while 

here son Freddy is trying to get a cab. He doesn't succeed since it is raining and 

everyone wants a cab. He accidentally knocks down Eliza Doolittle, a poor, duty 

girl who sells penny bunches of flowers for a living. While Eliza is trying to sell 

flowers to a military gentleman (Colonel Pickering) who has also taken shelter 

there, a by-stander warns her that someone is writing down everything she says. 

The crowd turns against the note-taker (Professor Higgins), accusing him of being 

a police informer, until Higgins begins to amuse them by telling everyone which 

part of England, or even which street in London, he comes from. Everybody likes it. 

The flower girl is still angry and keeps saying that he hasn't the right to write down 

what she says. When Pickering and Higgins discover each other names they are 

both delighted since they both wanted to visit each other. They go off to have 
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dinner together. Eliza makes a last attempt to sell them some flowers. Higgins 

arrogantly throws her a handful of money. For the first time in her life, Eliza rides 

home to her shabby room in a taxicab. 

Act Two 

Higgins and Pickering are talking in Higgins' 'laboratory' in Wimpole Street 

when Eliza appears. She has dressed herselfup as best as she can and has come to 

ask Higgins to give her speech lessons, because she wants to become a lady in a 

flower shop. Eliza had heard Higgins tell Pickering that with a good pronunciation 

you can become 'everything'. Higgins,  who thought that she was just a common girl 

and that she was only useful for his collection of 'spoken language', fightens her 

with his abrupt, unfeeling manner, but Pickering is kind to her. Although Higgins' 

housekeeper, Mrs. Pearce, objects at first, it is decides that Eliza will stay in the 

house for six months. Eliza had offered her 2/5 of her wage. Higgins knows that 

that is very much. He only wants to use her as an experiment and he bets with 

Pickering that at the end of his time he will be able to pass her off in society as a 

great lady. Mrs. Pearce shows Eliza to her room and makes her take the first bath 

she has ever had. Eliza starts crying since she has always slept in her underclothes. 

Mrs. Pearce asks Higgins to be a good example for the girl. Meanwhile Eliza's 

father, the dustman Alfred Doolittle has heard that his daughter is being kept, and 

he comes to demand five pounds in payment for her. Higgins is at first indignant, 

but he is impressed by the natural eloquence with which Doolittle defends his 

position as one of the 'undeserving poor’, and finally gives him the money. For the 

next few months, Higgins gives Eliza elocution lessons twice a day. The lessons 

are an ordeal for both of them: for Eliza because Higgins is a bully and does not 

consider her as a person; for Higgins because of the terrible sounds Eliza makes. 

But she has a good ear and learns quickly. Only Pickering and Mrs. Pearce          remain

kind to her. 



Act Three 

Higgins brings Eliza to his mother's house to try her out in society. His 

mother isn't very happy of this because Higgins is always rude and she is afraid 

that her guests won’t? come again. The guests are Chara and Freddy Eynsford Hill 

and their mother. Although they have already seen Eliza in Covent Garden, they do 

not recognize her now, beautifully dressed and speaking the perfectly pronounced 

English that Higgins has taught her. The trouble is, as Higgins foresees, that Eliza 

knows how to speak but not what to say. Her grammar is incorrect, and she uses 

the vocabulary and the subject matter of the street, not of high society. Higgins 

calls it the new small talk. Freddy and Clara bath admire Eliza very much Freddy 

falls head over heels in love with her and Clare decides to imitate Eliza's 
unconventional conversation (they both think it's her style). A few months later, at 

a reception at an embassy in London, Eliza causes a great stir with her beauty, her 

graceful manners and her lovely speech. The renowned phonetician Nepommuck, a 

former pupil of Higgins', is convinced that she is a Hungarian princess. Higgians 

has won his bet (if Nepommuck had discovered that she was only a common girl 

that Higgins would have lost., but Higgins remains calm). The flower girl has been 

transformed into a fine lady. 

Act Four 

Coming home after the Ambassador's reception, Higgins and Piekering 

discuss Eliza's success as if she were not a person at all, but just something that 

Higgins has created. Higgins makes it clear that he is tired of the whole thing and 

glad that it is all over- Higgins and Pickering leave but Higgins returns for his 

slippers. Eliza gets very angry; she throws Higgins' slippers at him and they shout 

at each other, each accusing the other of having no feeling. Eliza feels that after 

being transformed by Higgins, she is now unfit for any useful employment.She 

sees that Higgins is not interested in her as a person, but only in what he bas made 



fights for her independence. Pickering and Doolittle leave for the church for his 

marriage and Mrs. Higgins also leaves so Higgins and Eliza are alone. Higgins 

wants Eliza to come back because they have grown accustomed to each other, he is 

imitated when she says she may marry Freddy. But Eliza finally wins his respect by 

declaring her a teacher of phonetics. Higgins is not pleased that she wants to help 

Nepommuck. As the play ends, everybody except Higgins is on his way to 

Doolittle's wedding. Eliza says she will not see Higgins again, and tells him that he 

will be lost without her but Higgins laughs at her. 



of her. Eliza is furious that Higgins really doesn't care a bit for her feelings. After 

returning her belongings, such as a ring, Eliza leaves the house, planning to throw 

herself in the river. But in the street she meets the love-sick Freddy and they go off 

in a taxi together. 

Act Five 

Higgins calls the police that a girl is missing. He goes to his mother to 

inform her that Eliza is missing. He is amazed to find Eliza there. Mrs. Higgins, 

calm and competent and understanding as always, explains to Higgins and 

Pickering that they did not pay enough attention to Eliza after her success of the 

previous day. Mr. Doolittle appears and angrily accuses Higgins of malang him 

into a middle-class gentleman against her will. Higgins has said that Alfred 

Doolittle was the most original moralist at present in England. He has written a 

note to Mr. Wannafeller, a rich American and told him that. Wannafeller died and 

left Doolittle a share worth a thousand dollar a year on condition that he'd lecture 

for his Wannafeller Moral Reform World League as often as they'd ask him to, up 

to 6 times a year. Doolittle doesn't mind the lectures, but he hates of being a 

gentlemen now (middle class morality). He sees that he has to live for others now, 

not for himself (suddenly he will have many relatives). He could have rejected the 

'offer' but he was intimidated. Higgins has to learn him speak proper English. He 

doesn't like it at all and blames Higgins for it. He doesn't want to keep Eliza, since 

he already got money for her, Doolittle also has to many the woman with whom he 

bas been living for years. 

Eliza angers Higgins by telling Colonel Pickering that his gentlemanly 

manners have meant more to her than Higgins' teaching. She says that the 

difference between a lady and a flower girl isn't the way how she behaves but how 

she is treated. She knows that Pickering will always treat her as a lady and that she 

will always be a flower girl to Higgins. Higgins tries to get Eliza back but Eliza 
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