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Historical Context of The Browning Version

The Browning Version gives no instruction as to the precise date or time in which it is set.
However, it is generally acknowledged that Rattigan drew on his own experiences as a
schoolboy to write the play; like his character, Taplow, he too had been taught Classics by a
strict disciplinarian who left Oxford with a rare double-first grade. The play, then, probably
takes place in the inter-war period. It deals fundamentally with an attitude prevalent in British
middle-to-upper-class life at the time: the “stiff upper-lip,” which owes a lot to the Victorian
era. That is, the play is concerned with the suppression of the emotions, the idea that people
should just “grin and bear” their hardships rather than showing any great display of feeling.
The phrase itself relates to the trembling of the upper lip often displayed by people at times
of emotional upset, fear, or distress. It wasn’t long after the Second World War that the U.K.
started to feel like a more liberated, emotionally expressive place (with the youth in
particular) and the attitude described above began to seem increasingly old-fashioned and
restrictive. It’s no coincidence that Rattigan’s popularity diminished in tandem with this
cultural shift, though from the 1970s onwards his reputation improved.
Other Books Related to The Browning Version

The Browning Version is a finely worked play and widely considered to be Rattigan’s
masterpiece. Rattigan’s specific inspiration for authoring the play was in a way a negative
one. Annoyed by the deflation of dramatic tension caused by intervals at the theater,
Rattigan set out to write four separate one-act plays that would work as individual pieces
without the need for interruption. His plan to write four became a concentration on two, and
The Browning Version was subsequently often performed as part of a two-play bill alongside
Harlequinade. The one-act format dates back as far as ancient Greece. That’s not the only
significant influence from antiquity, given that Aeschylus’s tragedy Agamemnon plays such a
central role in The Browning Version. Aeschylus’s play is both a physical object in the play,
firstly as the object of study for Andrew Crocker-Harris’ student, Taplow, and secondly as the
leaving gift Taplow gives to his teacher in the form of Robert Browning’s verse translation,
thus giving the play its title. But Aeschylus’s harrowing play informs The Browning Version in
another subtle but no less important way. It tells the story of a murderous wife, Clytemnestra,
who kills her husband, Agamemnon. Though no actual murder takes place in Rattigan’s play,
it too deals with a wife who hates her husband, and in this case she seeks to murder any last
chance at happiness he may have. Rattigan’s wider influences include the work of George
Bernard Shaw, Henrik Ibsen, and even Anton Chekhov (e.g. The Seagull). As a play set
exclusively in the Crocker-Harrises’ front room, The Browning Version is also an example of
the “drawing-room play,” in which all the action takes place in a singular location that allows
for visitors to come and go. The play also follows Aristotle’s principles of unity—of setting,
time, and action. Accordingly, Rattigan’s plays share some common ground with Oscar
Wilde’s The Importance of Being Earnest and especially the works of Noël Coward.

Key Facts about The Browning Version



Full Title: The Browning Version
When Written: 1948
Where Written: London, U.K.
When Published: 1948
Literary Period: Post-war
Genre: Drama

The Browning Version Introduction of the Lesson

This chapter is a short extract from the play ‘The Browning Version’ written by Terence
Rattigan. It is a one-act play set in a school, there are three characters in the play – Taplow,
Frank, and Mr. Crocker – Harris. Taplow is a sixteen years old student, Frank is a young
teacher and Mr. Crocker-Harris is a middle-aged schoolmaster. Taplow has arrived in the
school to do extra work for Mr. Crocker Harris. He meets Frank and they both engage in a
conversation while Taplow waits for Mr. Harris. Later, enters Millie, Mrs.Crocker-Harris who
talks to Taplow.

The Browning Version Summary

The scene is set in a school where Taplow arrives to do extra work on the last day for Mr.
Crocker-Harris as he missed a day before. He finds Frank, a science teacher in the school.
Frank asked him his name and the reason he is there that day. Taplow studies in the lower
fifth standard and is about to get his result from his teacher Mr. Harris. Mr. Crocker-Harris
usually reveals the result on the last day of school and unlike every other teacher, he follows
the rules and regulations strictly.
They both started having a conversation where Frank asked him several questions. We don’t
see Mr. Crocker-Harris in the whole chapter but we get to know a lot about him.
Taplow wants to take science as a remove because he finds the subject extremely
interesting. Frank, on the other hand, doesn’t like what he teaches in the school. Mr.
Croker-Harris is ‘hardly human’ as he never shrivels up. He told Taplow that he will get what
he deserves. Nothing less and nothing more and this makes him tensed. Taplow further
imitates Mr. Harris twice in front of Frank.
Franks admits that he envies Mr. Crocker-Harris because of the effect he has on them.
Taplow told him that he never shows his emotions like other teachers and never beats them
up like other masters.He is not a sadist. As they were deeply engaged in a conversation,
Millie enters and comes with a shopping bag. She asked Taplow to go out and come back in
a quarter of an hour as Mr. Crocker-Harris will be late. If her husband arrives earlier, she will
take the blame. She further gives him a prescription and instructs him to purchase medicines
for her from the chemist. Taplow follows and goes away to do the job.

The Browning Version Lesson and Explanation

This is an excerpt from The Browning Version*. The scene is set in a school. Frank is young
and Crocker-Harris, middle-aged. Both are masters. Taplow is a boy of sixteen who has



come in to do extra work for Crocker-Harris. But the latter has not yet arrived, and Frank
finds Taplow waiting.

FRANK: Do I know you?
TAPLOW: No, sir.
FRANK: What’s your name?
TAPLOW: Taplow.
FRANK: Taplow! No, I don’t. You’re not a scientist I gather?
TAPLOW: No, sir, I’m still in the lower fifth. I can’t specialise until next term — that’s to say, if
I’ve got my remove all right.
FRANK: Don’t you know if you’ve got your remove?
TAPLOW: No sir, Mr Crocker-Harris doesn’t tell us the results like the other masters.

Excerpt – a short extract from writing, movie or music
Latter – denoting the second-mentioned person of the two people
Remove – a division in British schools

The scene is a short extract from the play ‘The Browning Version’. Taplow is a boy aged
sixteen who arrives at the school to do extra work for Mr. Crocker-Harris, his teacher. He
meets another teacher, Frank and engages in a conversation with him while waiting for Mr.
Harris. Frank is another teacher in that school who is young in age. Mr. Crocker Harris is
middle-aged.
Frank saw Taplow and asked his name and in which class he studied. Taplow answers him
and tells him that he studies in the lower fifth standard and he cannot specialize until he gets
his division (remove). Frank asked him whether he got the remove or not and Taplow replied
that his master (Mr. Crocker – Harris) doesn’t reveal the information like other masters.

FRANK: Why not?
TAPLOW: Well, you know what he’s like, sir.
FRANK: I believe there is a rule that form results should only be announced by the
headmaster on the last day of term.
TAPLOW: Yes — but who else pays attention to it — except Mr Crocker-Harris?
FRANK: I don’t, I admit — but that’s no criterion. So you’ve got to wait until tomorrow to
know your fate, have you?
TAPLOW: Yes, sir.
Criterion – a standard by which something is judged

Frank asked if Mr. Crocker-Harris didn't reveal the remove earlier like other masters. Taplow
tells him that he already knows how Mr. Harris is. Frank supposes that there is a rule that the
form result should be revealed on the last day of the term. Taplow agrees and tells him that
Mr. Harris follows it very seriously. Frank shares that he doesn’t follow it but still Taplow
should wait until tomorrow to know his result to which he agrees.



FRANK: Supposing the answer is favourable — what then?
TAPLOW: Oh — science, sir, of course.
FRANK: (sadly) Yes. We get all the slackers.
TAPLOW: (protestingly) I’m extremely interested in science, sir.
FRANK: Are you? I’m not. Not, at least, in the science I have to teach.
TAPLOW: Well, anyway, sir, it’s a good deal more exciting than this muck (indicating his
book).
FRANK: What is this muck?
TAPLOW: Aeschylus, sir. The Agamemnon.
FRANK: And your considered view is that the Agamemnon is muck?
TAPLOW: Well, no, sir. I don’t think the play is muck — exactly. I suppose, in a way, it’s
rather a good plot, really, a wife murdering her husband and all that. I only meant the way it’s
taught to us — just a lot of Greek words strung together and fifty lines if you get them wrong.

Slackers – lazy students who are not motivated
Muck – useless; which is of no good or use
Aeschylus – he was an ancient Greek tragedian who is referred to as ‘Father of Tragedy’
Agamemnon – he was the king of Mycenae in Greek mythology
Strung together – to combine two different things into something useful

Frank asks Taplow about what remove he is interested to take further and he replies
Science. Frank tells him that they have some lazy students in science to which Taplow
clarifies that he is interested in the subject that is why he wants to take it. Frank tells him that
he is not interested in Science which he has to teach in the school. Taplow thinks that the
subject that Frank teaches is still a good deal than the book he is currently reading. Upon
asking about the book, Taplow tells him about the name of the author and the book –
Aeschylus (Author) and The Agamemnon (Book). Taplow further shares his view about ‘The
Agamemnon’. He thinks the plot is good but the way those Greek words are taught to them
combined together is useless.

FRANK: You sound a little bitter, Taplow.
TAPLOW: I am rather, sir.
FRANK: Kept in, eh?
TAPLOW: No, sir. Extra work.
FRANK: Extra work — on the last day of school?
TAPLOW: Yes, sir, and I might be playing golf. You’d think he’d have enough to do anyway
himself, considering he’s leaving tomorrow for good — but oh no, I missed a day last week
when I was ill — so here I am — and look at the weather, sir.
FRANK: Bad luck. Still there’s one comfort. You’re pretty well certain to get your remove
tomorrow for being a good boy in taking extra work.
TAPLOW: Well, I’m not so sure, sir. That would be true of the ordinary masters, all right.
They just wouldn’t dare not to give a chap a remove after his taking extra work. But those
sorts of rules don’t apply to the Crock — Mr Crocker-Harris. I asked him yesterday outright if
he’d given me a remove and do you know what he said, sir?



Kept in – to make someone stay in a place, especially in school as a punishment
Chap – a man who you know and like

On criticizing the book, Frank tells him that you are sounding a little bitter about Mr. Crocker
– Harris. Further, Frank asks him if he is staying in school as a punishment to which Taplow
replies that he is in the school on the last day of the term due to extra work. He was ill last
week due to which he was absent for a day, for which he is compensating now by doing
extra work. He further says that he feels that Mr. Harris also has extra work himself because
he is leaving tomorrow for good. Harris didn't have any extra work and yet with such good
weather, he had to come to school. He also adds that he wanted to play golf at that moment.
Frank comforts him by saying that he will get his remove tomorrow due to the extra work he
is doing for Mr. Harris. Taplow is unsure of this and tells him that this might work for other
teachers but Mr. Harris is different. He doesn’t give a student a remove for doing extra work.
Taplow also asked Mr. Harris about his remove to which the master gave an astonishing
answer.

FRANK: No. What?
TAPLOW: (imitating a very gentle, rather throaty voice) “My dear Taplow, I have given you
exactly what you deserve. No less; and certainly no more.” Do you know sir, I think he may
have marked me down, rather than up, for taking extra work. I mean, the man’s hardly
human. (He breaks off quickly.) Sorry, sir. Have I gone too far?
FRANK: Yes. Much too far.
TAPLOW: Sorry, sir. I got carried away.
FRANK: Evidently. (He picks up a newspaper and opens it) — Er Taplow.
TAPLOW: Yes, sir?
FRANK: What was that Crocker-Harris said to you? Just — er — repeat it, would you?
TAPLOW: (imitating again) “My dear Taplow, I have given you exactly what you deserve. No
less; and certainly no more.”
FRANK: (looking severe) Not in the least like him. Read your nice Aeschylus and be quiet.
TAPLOW: (with dislike) Aeschylus.

Got carried away – to become overly excited or to take things too far
Imitating – copying

Frank asks him what Mr. Harris told him upon being asked about his remove. Taplow
imitates Mr. Crocker-Harris and told him exactly what his master answered him. Mr. Harris
told him that he will get what he deserves, nothing less and nothing more. Taplow feels that
he might have marked him down for taking extra work because he doesn’t have human
feelings. Then, he realizes that he has said too much therefore he apologizes to Frank.
Frank asked him to repeat what he just said about Mr. Harris and he starts imitating him
again. Frank tells him that his imitation is not close to Mr. Harris’s way of saying things and
he told him to read his book.



FRANK: Look, what time did Mr Crocker-Harris tell you to be here?
TAPLOW: Six-thirty, sir.
FRANK: Well, he’s ten minutes late. Why don’t you cut? You could still play golf before
lock-up. TAPLOW: (really shocked) Oh, no, I couldn’t cut. Cut the Crock — Mr
Crocker-Harris? I shouldn’t think it’s ever been done in the whole time he’s been here. God
knows what would happen if I did. He’d probably follow me home, or something ...
FRANK: I must admit I envy him the effect he seems to have on you boys in the form. You all
seem scared to death of him. What does he do — beat you all, or something?
TAPLOW: Good Lord, no. He’s not a sadist, like one or two of the others.
FRANK: I beg your pardon?
TAPLOW: A sadist, sir, is someone who gets pleasure out of giving pain.
FRANK: Indeed? But I think you went on to say that some other masters …

Cut – stop doing something undesirable
Envy – Jealousy
Sadist – a person who derives pleasure by giving pain or humiliation to others
Pardon - the action of being forgiven for error or offense; forgiveness
Indeed - Truly

Frank asks him at what time did Mr. Harris asked him to come to school. Taplow told him
six-thirty. Frank suggests him to go and play golf for a little while as he would be ten minutes
late. Taplow refuses as he is afraid of what would happen if he shows up in his absence and
he might follow him home. Frank tells him that he is a little jealous of Mr. Harris because of
the effect he has on all the boys in the form. He asks him if Harris beat students to which
Taplow says that no, he is not someone who derives pain by hurting others, there are one or
two other teachers like that. Frank asked him to be more specific and he explains to him the
meaning of sadist. Frank asked him what he was saying about other masters.

TAPLOW: Well, of course, they are, sir. I won’t mention names, but you know them as well
as I do. Of course I know most masters think we boys don’t understand a thing — but, sir,
you’re different. You’re young — well, comparatively, anyway — and you’re science. You
must know what sadism is.
FRANK: (after a pause) Good Lord! What are our schools coming to?
TAPLOW: Anyway, the Crock isn’t a sadist. That’s what I’m saying. He wouldn’t be so
frightening if he were — because at least it would show he had some feelings. But he hasn’t.
He’s all shrivelled up inside like a nut and he seems to hate people to like him. It’s funny,
that. I don’t know any other master who doesn’t like being liked —
FRANK: And I don’t know any boy who doesn’t use that for his own purposes.
TAPLOW: Well, it’s natural sir. But not with the Crock —
FRANK: Mr Crocker-Harris.
TAPLOW: Mr Crocker-Harris. The funny thing is that in spite of everything, I do rather like
him. I can’t help it. And sometimes I think he sees it and that seems to shrivel him up even
more —



FRANK: I’m sure you’re exaggerating.
Shrivelled up – having no feelings
Exaggerating – represent something as being worse than it really is

Taplow explains to him that there are many teachers in the school whose names he will not
take but they are sadists. They think that the boys don't understand a thing. But Frank is
different from them, as he is young and he is from a science background and must know
about sadism.
Frank in a surprising tone exclaims about the condition of schools.  Taplow goes on ranting
about Mr. Harris. He shares that Mr. Crocker- Harris is not a sadist and yet he has no
feelings. He is the type of a person who might hate it when people like him. He further says
he doesn’t know about any master there who doesn’t like being liked. Frank mocks him and
says he hasn’t seen any student using this quality for his own purpose. Taplow agrees and
calls Mr. Harris ‘Crock’ again to which Frank corrects him by saying his full name.
Taplow corrects himself and admits that he still likes him and he cannot help it. Sometimes
Mr. Harris sees it and he wrinkles even more to which Frank replies that he must be
exaggerating.


