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The Go-Between by L.P. Hartley is a classic novel that intricately weaves themes of memory,
nostalgia, and the loss of innocence within the backdrop of early 20th-century England. Published in
1953, the book has continued to resonate with readers due to its rich character development and
poignant exploration of human relationships. In this article, we will delve into the key elements of
the novel, analyze its themes, and discuss its significance in literature.

Overview of The Go-Between

L.P. Hartley's The Go-Between centers around the story of a young boy named Leo Colston, who
becomes an unwitting participant in a love affair between two adults—Marian Maudsley and the
enigmatic Ted Burgess. Set in the summer of 1900, the narrative unfolds through Leo's perspective,
revealing how his innocence is shattered by the complexities of adult relationships.

Plot Summary

The plot of The Go-Between is both simple and profound. It follows Leo, who is sent to stay with his
wealthy school friend, Marcus Maudsley, at the family's estate in Norfolk. As the story progresses,
Leo becomes a messenger between Marian and Ted, carrying letters that reveal a secret romance.

1. Setting the Stage: The novel opens with Leo’s return to the estate, now as an adult, prompting a
recollection of that fateful summer.
2. The Innocent Messenger: Leo's role as a go-between highlights his naivety and sets the
groundwork for his emotional turmoil.
3. The Forbidden Love: The relationship between Marian and Ted is portrayed with a blend of
romance and tragedy, showcasing the societal constraints of the time.
4. The Climactic Turn: Leo’s discovery of the true nature of their relationship leads to dramatic
consequences that forever alter his perception of love and trust.

Themes in The Go-Between

The novel is rich with themes that explore the complexities of human emotions and societal norms.
Some of the most prominent themes include:

1. Loss of Innocence

Leo’s journey from childhood to the painful realities of adulthood is at the heart of the novel. His
experiences serve as a commentary on how innocence can be easily shattered by the harsh truths of
adult relationships. The loss of innocence is poignantly illustrated through Leo’s increasing
awareness of the complexities of love and betrayal.



2. Class and Social Structure

The novel also delves into the rigid class structure of Edwardian England. The characters'
interactions and relationships are heavily influenced by their social standing. Marian, as a member
of the upper class, is constrained by societal expectations, while Ted represents a lower social class,
which complicates their romance.

3. Memory and Nostalgia

Memory plays a crucial role in The Go-Between. The narrative oscillates between the present day
and Leo's recollections of his childhood, reflecting how memories shape our understanding of the
past. Hartley’s exploration of nostalgia reveals the bittersweet nature of recollection, as Leo
grapples with the impact of his memories on his current identity.

Character Analysis

The characters in The Go-Between are intricately crafted, each representing different facets of
society and human emotion.

1. Leo Colston

Leo is the central character, whose innocence and naivety make him a relatable figure. As a young
boy, he is exuberant and curious, yet his role as a go-between exposes him to adult complexities that
he struggles to comprehend. His character arc is a poignant exploration of the transition from
childhood innocence to the harsh realities of growing up.

2. Marian Maudsley

Marian is a complex character torn between societal expectations and her desires. Her relationship
with Ted challenges the norms of her class, making her a symbol of rebellion against the constraints
of Edwardian society. Marian's character raises questions about the sacrifices women make for love
and the constraints imposed upon them.

3. Ted Burgess

Ted represents the working class's struggle for acceptance and love in a society that values status
and wealth. His passionate love for Marian is juxtaposed against the societal barriers that ultimately
lead to tragedy. Ted's character embodies the theme of forbidden love, highlighting the
consequences of crossing class boundaries.



Significance of The Go-Between

L.P. Hartley’s The Go-Between has left a lasting impact on literature, offering insights into human
relationships and societal norms.

1. A Reflection of Edwardian Society

The novel serves as a historical document that reflects the intricacies of Edwardian society.
Hartley’s nuanced portrayal of class divisions and societal expectations provides readers with a
deeper understanding of the period’s cultural landscape.

2. Exploration of Psychological Depth

Through its rich character development and exploration of themes such as memory and innocence,
The Go-Between invites readers to engage with the psychological complexities of its characters.
Hartley’s skilled narrative technique allows for a profound examination of the human psyche.

3. Influence on Modern Literature

The themes and narrative style of The Go-Between have influenced many modern writers. Its
exploration of memory, nostalgia, and the complexities of human emotions resonates with
contemporary readers, demonstrating Hartley's relevance in today’s literary landscape.

Conclusion

In conclusion, The Go-Between by L.P. Hartley is more than just a story about a young boy caught in
the web of adult relationships; it is a profound exploration of themes that remain relevant across
generations. Through Leo’s journey, Hartley masterfully examines the loss of innocence, the rigidity
of class structures, and the bittersweet nature of memory. As readers engage with Leo’s story, they
are invited to reflect on their own experiences of love, loss, and the passage of time. The novel
stands as a testament to Hartley’s literary prowess and the timeless nature of its themes, ensuring
its place in the canon of great English literature.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the main themes explored in 'The Go-Between' by
L.P. Hartley?
The main themes include social class distinctions, the loss of innocence, the complexities of love, and



the impact of memory on personal identity.

Who is the protagonist in 'The Go-Between' and what role does
he play?
The protagonist is Leo Colston, a young boy who becomes a messenger between two lovers, which
ultimately leads to his coming-of-age and the loss of his innocence.

How does the setting of 'The Go-Between' contribute to the
story?
The setting in the English countryside during the early 1900s reflects the class divisions and societal
norms of the time, serving as a backdrop for the characters' interactions and conflicts.

What narrative techniques does L.P. Hartley use in 'The Go-
Between'?
Hartley employs a first-person retrospective narration, allowing Leo to reflect on his childhood
experiences and the events that shaped his understanding of adult relationships.

What is the significance of the phrase 'The past is a foreign
country' in relation to the novel?
This phrase emphasizes the idea that the past is distant and unchangeable, highlighting Leo's
struggle to reconcile his childhood memories with his adult perceptions of love and betrayal.

How does 'The Go-Between' address the concept of betrayal?
Betrayal is central to the plot, as Leo unwittingly becomes a pawn in the romantic entanglements of
the adults around him, leading to devastating consequences that shape his future.

What impact did 'The Go-Between' have on literature when it
was published?
Published in 1953, 'The Go-Between' was praised for its psychological depth and exploration of
themes such as memory and class, influencing later works in British literature and earning its place
as a classic.
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