
you never can tell george bernard shaw

you never can tell george bernard shaw is a phrase often associated with the wit and irony of the
celebrated playwright George Bernard Shaw. Although Shaw is not the author of the play "You Never
Can Tell," the phrase captures the essence of unpredictability and human nature that Shaw frequently
explored in his works. This article delves into the meaning behind the phrase, Shaw’s influence on
modern drama, and how themes of unpredictability resonate in literature and theater. It also clarifies
the common misconception linking George Bernard Shaw directly to the play "You Never Can Tell" by
Georges Feydeau. By examining Shaw’s style, his philosophical approach, and the broader context of
early 20th-century drama, readers will gain a nuanced understanding of the phrase and its literary
significance. The article further explores key themes and stylistic elements that connect Shaw’s
legacy to the enduring appeal of unpredictability in storytelling.
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Understanding the Phrase "You Never Can Tell"
The phrase "you never can tell" is a common English idiom used to express the unpredictability of
events or outcomes. It suggests that despite planning or expectations, the future remains uncertain
and full of surprises. While often used colloquially, the phrase has appeared in various literary
contexts to highlight themes of chance, fate, and human nature’s complexity. The phrase resonates
with audiences because it reflects real-life unpredictability, making it a powerful narrative tool.

Origins and Usage in Literature
This phrase has been employed by numerous writers to emphasize the unexpected twists in life and
storytelling. It encapsulates an attitude of cautious optimism or skepticism about predicting
outcomes, often used in dialogues or titles. Its adaptability to different contexts—from comedy to
drama—demonstrates its universal appeal and relevance in exploring human experiences.



Relevance to Theatrical Works
In theater, "you never can tell" often underscores plot twists, character developments, and ironic
situations. It invites audiences to anticipate surprises and reconsider characters’ motivations and
decisions. This expression aligns well with the dramatic device of situational irony, which playwrights
like George Bernard Shaw employed to critique social conventions and human folly.

George Bernard Shaw: Life and Literary Contributions
George Bernard Shaw (1856–1950) was an Irish playwright, critic, and polemicist whose works
challenged social norms and championed progressive ideas. Shaw’s influence on modern drama is
profound, with a style blending sharp wit, social criticism, and philosophical inquiry. His plays often
feature complex characters engaged in debates on morality, politics, and human nature, making his
work both entertaining and thought-provoking.

Early Life and Career
Born in Dublin, Shaw moved to London where he became involved in literary and political circles.
Initially gaining recognition as a music and theater critic, Shaw transitioned into playwriting in the late
19th century. His early works showcased his commitment to social reform and his disdain for Victorian
hypocrisy.

Major Works and Themes
Among Shaw’s most celebrated plays are "Pygmalion," "Man and Superman," and "Saint Joan." These
works explore themes such as class struggle, gender roles, and the conflict between individual desires
and societal expectations. Shaw’s use of irony, paradox, and humor serves to engage audiences while
provoking critical reflection.

The Misconception: Shaw and the Play "You Never Can
Tell"
A common misunderstanding is that George Bernard Shaw authored the play titled "You Never Can
Tell." In reality, this play was written by George Bernard Shaw’s contemporary, George Bernard Shaw
is often confused with Georges Feydeau’s farce "You Never Can Tell," which premiered in 1899. This
section clarifies this confusion and outlines the differences between the two figures and their works.

Georges Feydeau and "You Never Can Tell"
Georges Feydeau was a French playwright known for his farcical comedies that revolve around
mistaken identities, misunderstandings, and rapid-fire dialogue. "You Never Can Tell" is a
quintessential example of French farce, featuring intricate plots and comedic timing. It differs
significantly in style and intent from Shaw’s socially conscious dramas.



Why the Confusion Exists
The similarity in names—George Bernard Shaw and Georges Feydeau—and the shared use of the
phrase "you never can tell" in theatrical contexts contribute to the misconception. Additionally, both
playwrights were influential around the same time period, which can lead to further mix-ups among
readers and theater enthusiasts.

Thematic Connections Between Shaw’s Works and the
Phrase
Despite not being the author of the play titled "You Never Can Tell," Shaw’s works embody the spirit
of the phrase through exploration of unpredictability in human behavior and society. Shaw’s plays
often suggest that human nature and societal outcomes cannot be easily predicted or controlled,
aligning conceptually with the idea behind the phrase.

Human Nature and Uncertainty
Shaw’s characters frequently grapple with conflicting desires and moral dilemmas, illustrating the
complexity and unpredictability of human nature. His narratives reject simplistic resolutions, instead
presenting multifaceted situations where outcomes remain uncertain until the final moments.

Social Critique Through Irony
Irony is a hallmark of Shaw’s dramatic style, used to expose contradictions and challenge accepted
truths. This technique reinforces the notion that appearances can be deceiving and that one "never
can tell" the true nature of people or social institutions at first glance.

Impact of Shaw’s Philosophy on Modern Drama
George Bernard Shaw’s philosophical approach to drama has had a lasting impact on the
development of modern theater. His insistence on integrating social issues with entertainment paved
the way for plays that provoke thought as well as laughter. The unpredictable nature of his plots and
character interactions exemplify the idea that one "never can tell" what will transpire, thus enriching
the theatrical experience.

Integration of Social Issues
Shaw’s commitment to addressing topics such as poverty, education, and gender equality within his
plays challenged audiences to reconsider their views. This integration of serious themes into popular
drama was innovative and influential, encouraging future playwrights to blend message with medium.



Legacy in Contemporary Playwriting
Modern dramatists continue to draw inspiration from Shaw’s blend of realism, satire, and
unpredictability. His impact is evident in works that embrace uncertain outcomes and complex
characters, reinforcing the enduring relevance of the idea that "you never can tell" what direction a
story—or life—may take.

Unpredictability as a Literary Device in Shaw’s Plays
Unpredictability functions as a key literary device in George Bernard Shaw’s plays, effectively
engaging audiences and challenging conventional narratives. His use of unexpected plot
developments and character revelations underscores the inherent uncertainty of human experience,
aligning closely with the thematic undertones of the phrase "you never can tell."

Techniques for Creating Unpredictability

Subversion of Expectations: Shaw often sets up scenarios that seem straightforward only to
overturn them with ironic twists.

Complex Characters: Characters in Shaw’s plays frequently exhibit contradictory traits,
making their motivations and decisions unpredictable.

Dialogues Rich in Wit and Paradox: Sharp exchanges reveal hidden intentions and
challenge assumptions.

Examples from Notable Plays
In "Pygmalion," the transformation of Eliza Doolittle defies social norms and audience predictions
alike. "Man and Superman" explores philosophical debates culminating in surprising resolutions.
These plays illustrate Shaw’s mastery in employing unpredictability to deepen thematic impact and
maintain audience interest.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of George Bernard Shaw's play 'You
Never Can Tell'?
The main theme of 'You Never Can Tell' is the contrast between social classes and the critique of
Victorian society's values, highlighting the unpredictability of life and human relationships.



When was George Bernard Shaw's 'You Never Can Tell' first
performed?
'You Never Can Tell' was first performed in 1899.

Who are the central characters in 'You Never Can Tell' by
George Bernard Shaw?
The central characters include the Clandon family members—Catherine, Dolly, Philip, and Walter—and
the waiter Valentine, who plays a pivotal role in the story.

How does 'You Never Can Tell' reflect George Bernard Shaw's
views on social issues?
The play critiques the rigid class structure and social hypocrisies of Victorian England, promoting
ideas of social reform and individual freedom, which align with Shaw's broader advocacy for social
change.

Is 'You Never Can Tell' a comedy or a drama?
'You Never Can Tell' is a comedic play, specifically a comedy of manners, that uses humor and wit to
explore serious social themes.

Additional Resources
1. You Never Can Tell by George Bernard Shaw: A Critical Analysis
This book offers an in-depth examination of Shaw's play "You Never Can Tell," exploring its themes,
characters, and social commentary. It provides readers with a comprehensive understanding of the
play's significance in Shaw's body of work and its reflection of Edwardian society. Scholars and
students alike will find valuable insights into Shaw's wit and dramatic techniques.

2. George Bernard Shaw: Plays and Contexts
Focusing on Shaw's major works, including "You Never Can Tell," this volume situates the play within
the broader context of Shaw's career and the political and social environment of the early 20th
century. It discusses how Shaw's ideas about social reform and individual freedom are woven into his
comedies, emphasizing the relevance of his work today.

3. The Art of George Bernard Shaw's Comedy
This book delves into Shaw's unique comedic style, highlighting "You Never Can Tell" as a prime
example of his ability to blend humor with serious social critique. It analyzes Shaw's use of irony,
satire, and character development to challenge contemporary norms and provoke thought among
audiences.

4. You Never Can Tell: Themes and Interpretations
Dedicated solely to Shaw's "You Never Can Tell," this text explores the play's major themes such as
family dynamics, social class, and the unpredictability of life. It offers multiple interpretations from
various critical perspectives, helping readers appreciate the play's complexity and enduring appeal.



5. Shaw and Society: The Social Criticism in You Never Can Tell
This book examines how Shaw uses "You Never Can Tell" as a vehicle for social criticism, addressing
issues like marriage, gender roles, and class distinctions. It provides historical background and
analyzes how these themes resonate with contemporary societal debates.

6. The Characters of George Bernard Shaw: A Study of You Never Can Tell
Focusing on character analysis, this work investigates the personalities and motivations of the
protagonists in "You Never Can Tell." It explores Shaw's skill in creating multidimensional characters
who embody the conflicts and contradictions of their time.

7. George Bernard Shaw: A Life in Drama
This biography of Shaw includes detailed discussions of his plays, including "You Never Can Tell,"
placing them within the timeline of his life and career. It offers insights into how Shaw's personal
experiences and beliefs influenced his writing.

8. Modern Drama and the Legacy of You Never Can Tell
This book traces the influence of Shaw's "You Never Can Tell" on modern drama and theater. It
discusses how Shaw's innovative approach to plot and character has inspired subsequent playwrights
and contributed to evolving theatrical traditions.

9. Performing Shaw: Staging You Never Can Tell
Focusing on the production history of "You Never Can Tell," this book explores various interpretations
and stagings of the play over the past century. It highlights the challenges and creative choices
involved in bringing Shaw's work to life on stage, making it a valuable resource for directors and
actors.
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