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GEORGE BERNARD S H A W 

A photograph taken eariv in 1914. The pose is characteristic, for he wrote 
many of his works longhand in notebooks. 
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How G. B. Shaw Destroyed 
His Irish Biographer 

DANIEL J. LEARY 

yN June 28, 1922, George Bernard Shaw wrote to Thomas 
Demetrius O'Bolger, a professor of English at the Uni­
versity of Pennsylvania and a would-be Shavian biog­

rapher, as follows: 

Your view of my marriage is that it was an expedient to safeguard my 
mother's old age. Even if that were so, you could hardly expect me to 
sanction a statement to that effect on mv authoritv during my wife's 
lifetime, or indeed afterwards. You are amazinglv stupid about such 
delicacies; hence all your difficulties in this very delicate job.* 

The "difficulties" to which Shaw refers extend over a dozen years 
and they cast a revealing and rather unflattering light on the 
dramatist. 

The two men had been in communication at least since 1910. 
According to Stanley Weintraub "the two never met" though 
another Shaw scholar, B. C. Rosset in Shaw of Dublin: The Form­
ative Years (University Park, Pcnn., 1964), does quote O'Bolger 
as saying that he was personally acquainted with Shaw to "a slight 

* Quotations from letters dealing with the O'Bolgcr-Shaw relationship, unless 
otherwise indicated, arc from tlic iJritish Aluseum, MS 50565. For permission to 
quote from this manuscript, we arc grateful to the Public Trustee of the Shaw 
Estate and The Society of Authors. 
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4 Daniel J. Leary 

degree." The acquaintance seems to have started with O'Bolger's 
request for advice from Shaw about his own attempts at being a 
playwright. He writes to Shaw on November 8, 191 o: 

Since mv return to the States, I have been doing something to follow 
vour advice, and escape from the Universitv, but I do not find it an 
easy matter to get work that w ill give me any more time or a more 
varied experience than mv college work. . . . Aleantime I am going 
over the pla\-,—I dislike to drop it before doing all 1 can to make it go, 
—and am trying to make it more emotional and less logical. It is not 
easy to do, for, of course, I am back in the old mill, where there are 
175 themes to be read each week, and not one of them with a gleam 
of humor, imagination or jovous himianit\' in it. 

G. B. S. apparently was impressed with his fellow-expatriate, 
for in Febrauary 1916 he sent O'Bolger "a few hasty autobio­
graphical sketches . . . for your reconstruction of my father's house 
as a psychological background to my youth." Shaw was up to his 
old trick of playing biographers off against each other. He con­
tinued, "Some of the information I gave to Henderson; but the 
death of my mother has untied my hands to some extent since and 
the only part of what I have written which must still be treated 
with some reserve is that which concerns my sister." Forty years 
later Archibald Henderson wrote in George Bernard Shaw: Man 
of the Century that "in the case of Professor O'Bolger, who was 
violently denunciatory and libelous, although Shaw had answered 
his queries patiently and at length, he IShawj «'as compelled to 
use his influence to prevent the book's publication." 

Shaw may have had grounds to see O'Bolger's writings as libel­
ous, but I suspect that was not the issue. The usually magnanimous 
Shaw was peculiarly uneasy about matters autobiographical. He 
had gone to considerable trouble to construct his public image and 
was anxious to sustain it. He writes in the preface to Immaturity: 
"Whether it be that I was born mad or a little too sane, my king­
dom was not of this world. . . . Therefore I had to become an actor. 


