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    GEORGE ORWELL


    ENGLISH NOVELIST AND JOURNALIST


    
      	Born in Motihari (India) in 1903.


      	Died in London in 1950.


      	
        Notable works:

        
          	Homage to Catalonia (1938), autobiographical account


          	Animal Farm (1945), novel


          	1984 (1949), novel

        

      

    


    George Orwell is the pen name of Eric Blair, one of the best-known and most highly regarded writers of the 20th century, whose novels and essays are quoted around the world. He was born into an upper-middle-class, but not rich, family and won a scholarship to Eton in 1917. On leaving school, he joined the imperial police in Burma and remained there until 1927, when he grew tired of upholding the oppressive colonial regime. On returning to England, he set about writing a series of fiction and non-fiction novels and pieces of journalism, many of which feature social criticism and support for Democratic Socialism. In 1936 he journeyed to Spain to fight against Franco’s Fascist forces in the Spanish Civil War. He was wounded and recorded his time in Spain and the political atmosphere there in Homage to Catalonia. During the Second World War, he worked for the BBC and began writing Animal Farm, an allegorical novel exploring the distortions of the Russian Revolution. He finished his final novel, 1984, shortly before his death from tuberculosis in 1950. Though a highly elusive and almost mythic figure in English literary history, Orwell has left a legacy of highlighting social injustice and fighting against oppression that has inspired millions around the world.

  


  
    BURMESE DAYS


    LIFE IN BRITISH INDIA


    
      	Genre: novel


      	Reference edition: Orwell, G. (1998) Burmese Days. London: Martin Secker & Warburg Limited.


      	1st edition: 1934


      	Themes: colonialism, British Empire, Burma, romance, race, gender, English culture

    


    Burmese Days is a novel based on Orwell’s experiences in the British Indian Imperial Police in the 1920s in Burma, a former British colony now officially known as Myanmar. After finishing school, Orwell joined the Imperial Police force and served from 1922 to 1927 in various regions in Burma as a representative of the British Empire. One of the regions, Katha, acts as the setting of the novel, and there is much speculation as to the autobiographical nature of many of the characters and events. It took Orwell several years to write Burmese Days, which was first published in the UK by his publisher Victor Gollancz in 1934. It received mixed reviews on publication but was praised for its stark critique of the actions of the British in India, and has become an important example of the development of Orwell’s early political views and attitudes towards traditional British society.

  


  
    SUMMARY


    SCHEMES


    The novel begins with a description of U Po Kyin, a high-ranking Burmese official in the district of Kyauktada, who is plotting to frame a local doctor named Veraswami by attributing a newspaper article satirising the English Deputy Commissioner Mr Macgregor to him. Meanwhile, Flory, an English timber merchant and friend of Dr Veraswami, goes to the Europeans’ Club in the town centre of Kyauktada, where Mr Lackersteen, another timber manager, is recovering from a hangover. They find a notice from Mr Macgregor arguing that high-ranking Burmese natives should be admitted into the Club. Ellis, another English timber merchant, is angry at the idea and goes on a racist tirade about the Burmese people. Flory visits Veraswami at his house and argues with him about the evils of the British Empire, with the doctor attempting to defend it. Dr Veraswami then tells Flory about U Po Kyin’s scheming and claims that if he could only gain membership to the Europeans’ Club his reputation would be saved due to the prestige of being associated with the white Europeans. However, Flory is unwilling to help him due to the aggression he has just witnessed from Ellis. He goes home, takes a nap and is then visited by his mistress, a Burmese woman called Ma Hla May, who he argues with bitterly.


    Flory wakes up the next morning feeling guilty. The night before, Ellis brought U Po Kyin’s newspaper article falsely attributed to Dr Veraswami, which he used as proof of Veraswami’s unsuitability for membership to the Club. In reaction, he wrote a vitriolic and racist note, which Flory signed, not wanting to cause a fuss. He now reflects on his life, the loneliness of his time in Burma and the atmosphere of censorship that he feels prevents him from questioning the British Empire. Despite his dislike of Burma, he feels a deep connection to the place, having been there for 15 years, and realises that the only way to find happiness is to find someone to share his life in Burma with.


    A NEW ARRIVAL


    Flory rescues Mr Lackersteen’s niece Elizabeth from two water buffalos, and they feel an instant affinity for one another, talking for a long time on his veranda. Later, Flory picks up Elizabeth to go to the Club, but first takes her to see a pwe, a Burmese custom resembling a play or historical revue. Elizabeth is unimpressed: she thinks it inappropriate for white Europeans to be mixing with the local people and detests Flory’s artistic appreciation of the pwe. She leaves in anger but forgives him, and they make their way to the Club, where Ellis tells Flory that Elizabeth has only come to Burma to find a husband.


    As time goes by, the quarrel between U Po Kyin and Dr Veraswami intensifies and there are rumours of an uprising in the region. Flory throws out Ma Hla May so as to further pursue Elizabeth unimpeded. However, in the next few days he and Elizabeth do not get on as well as they did at first due to his sympathetic attitudes towards the local people, which clashes with her more conventional racial and social prejudices, and dislike of Burmese customs.


    Meanwhile, U Po Kyin continues to plot against Dr Veraswami by sending out dozens of anonymous letters slandering him and reveals to his wife that he is planning to start a local rebellion and frame Veraswami for it. His wife protests but is astonished when he tells her that the reason he is going after Dr Veraswami is to try to gain membership to the Europeans’ Club himself. Flory goes to see Dr Veraswami, who is dismayed by U Po Kyin’s continued attacks on him. Flory promises to try to persuade his fellow Europeans to let him into the Club to protect him and realises that it is his love for Elizabeth which is causing him to be bolder. On returning home, he finds Ma Hla May, who is upset that he has left her and demands money. Soon after, Flory takes Elizabeth on a hunting trip and she is unusually excited and affectionate with him due to her apparent love of blood sports. The trip culminates with Flory shooting a leopard, and he is only prevented from proposing to her by a sudden earthquake that hits when they are at the Club.


    A FAILED COURTING


    The next day a young, arrogant soldier of noble descent called Verrall arrives in Kyauktada and Flory injures himself trying to impress Elizabeth in front of him. To his dismay, Elizabeth completely ignores him, and he soon finds out that it is because she has found out about Ma Hla May. Elizabeth, under instruction from her aunt, instead focusses her attention on courting the much more suitable Verrall, who is aloof, entitled and seems to hate everything other than horses. He seems taken with her, and as they spend more and more time together their bond grows, as his officious and militaristic personality clearly suits Elizabeth more than Flory’s.


    REBELLIONS


    Before long, the much-predicted rebellion finally breaks out as U Po Kyin planned. It is small and ineffectual and he still manages to come out of it as a hero despite orchestrating the whole thing himself. There was one fatality, after Maxwell, the Divisional Forest Officer, shot a local rebel. This delights U Po Kyin, who hopes for more trouble.


    At the Europeans’ Club, Flory proposes to offer Dr Veraswami membership, to the outrage of the other Europeans. They are just about to vote on the motion when the body of Maxwell is brought to the Club, murdered by the family of the rebel he shot. The murder has a huge impact on the Europeans, particularly Ellis, who attacks a group of children unprovoked, blinding one of them. At the Club that night, a huge crowd of armed locals approach, demanding that they be able to punish Ellis for his actions. Macgregor and Ellis refuse, inciting the outrage of the crowd, who attack the Club and barricade the Europeans in. Flory manages to escape and organises the police. He gets them to fire warning shots over the heads of the crowd, which successfully disperses them.


    THE END OF THE AFFAIR


    In the morning, Flory goes to see Dr Veraswami, who is delighted. He claims that his troubles are over due to Flory’s heroics during the riot, as his reputation has been saved through his friendship with him. Little does Flory know that U Po Kyin is still plotting to disgrace him in a bid to be offered membership to the Europeans’ Club. Elizabeth is still desperately waiting for Verrall to propose to her, but is dismayed when she finds out that he is leaving to be stationed somewhere else. She and her aunt run to the station but find that he has already left without saying goodbye.


    At church, Elizabeth and Flory embrace and seem to subconsciously understand that they are to be married soon. The service is interrupted when Ma Hla May bursts in, put up to it by U Po Kyin, demanding money from Flory and claiming that he has ruined her life. Elizabeth is disgusted at the disgraced Flory and rejects him, causing him to go home and commit suicide. Orwell ends by briefly describing the fates of several of the characters, including Elizabeth, who marries Mr Macgregor quite happily.

  


  
    CHARACTERS


    JOHN FLORY


    John Flory is 35 but looks older due to his excessive lifestyle and the effects of the Burmese weather. He has one defining physical feature: “The first thing that one noticed in Flory was a hideous birthmark stretching in a ragged crescent down his left cheek” (p.14). This birthmark is a constant cause of social anxiety for Flory, and he is increasingly self-conscious about it. It seems to have shaped him as a person, from being bullied in school for it to becoming a passive, shy and often cowardly man.


    He has a love-hate relationship with his environment, despising the weather and the other English people in Burma, as well as the dreadful loneliness and isolation of his situation. However, he has been in Burma too long to be anywhere else: “this country which he hated was now his native country” (p.72). Flory is bitterly lonely, taking to drink and visiting prostitutes to assuage these feelings. When he meets Elizabeth, he realises that in order to make his life palatable he must find someone to share it with, and much of the narrative follows his desperate failure to court her. Flory feels stifled by the pretensions of the British Empire, which censors what he is allowed to say and think. Though he is constantly critical of the British Empire and is described as “bitterly anti-English” (p.38), he must keep these feelings secret, often only opening up to his good friend Dr Veraswami. His distinct sympathy for the Burmese people often falls on deaf ears, and this outsider status is the primary cause of his misery.


    ELIZABETH LACKERSTEEN


    Elizabeth, the niece of Mr Lackersteen and his wife, comes to Burma essentially in order to meet a potential husband. She is just 22, is fashionable and appears as one of the only English women in the region other than her aunt. Due to fluctuations in her father’s wealth, she has experienced both a life of privilege and one of relative hardship. As a result, she is driven by her desire to lead a comfortably affluent life and by the idea that “the Good… is synonymous with the expensive, the elegant, the aristocratic; and the Bad… is the cheap, the low, the shabby, the laborious” (p.92). She hates anything artistic or poetic, due to the poverty she experienced living with her artist mother in Paris. In Burma, she is struck immediately by Flory as a potential suitor, but as she finds out more about him, his troubling sympathies with the Burmese and their culture, and his disgraceful past, she begins to have second thoughts.


    Although her gender in this historical context means that Elizabeth is forced to find a husband to support herself, she is nonetheless at times overtly superficial in her search for a partner, notably rejecting Flory after the revelation of his former relationship with Ma Hla May and attempting to court a more suitable fit in the soldier, Verrall.


    DR VERASWAMI


    Dr Veraswami is the local doctor of Kyauktada. He is a small, energetic and intelligent man, and “a great reader, [who] liked his books to have what he called a “moral meaning’” (p.35). He is targeted throughout the novel by U Po Kyin, who attempts to publicly discredit him in order to attain his potential place in the Europeans’ Club. The Doctor's reputation is reliant on the protection offered by his friendship with John Florey, though at times even this is not enough. The Doctor is perpetually good-natured, good at his job and “fanatically loyal” (p.38) to the British Empire and colonial rule, despite being oppressed by it. In his discussions with Florey he often jumps to the defence of the other, racist Europeans’ Club members, as well as the practices of the British Empire and what he believes are its positive and modernising effects on Burma. He is defined, both in Kyauktada and in the novel as a whole, through his relationship with John Flory, and it is clear that their friendship is a very strong, something that is illuminated by his emotional reaction to finding Flory’s dead body at the end.


    U PO KYIN


    U Po Kyin is a corrupt Burmese magistrate, who worked his way up to a high clerical position through bribery, blackmail and wrongdoing. His scheming continues throughout Burmese Days, as he attempts to defame Dr Veraswami in order to receive the honour of being admitted into the Europeans’ Club. He is unflatteringly described as a fat and cruel man who has raped countless women, “a crocodile in human shape” (p.


    ELLIS
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