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In 1912, JB Priestley was 18 years old. When the First World War 
began two years later, he volunteered for the infantry and fought on the 
front lines of France. He later described the Edwardian era as “the lost 
golden age… all the more radiant because it is on the other side of the 
huge black pit of war.” 

An Inspector Calls opens in that radiant golden age as the Birling fam-
ily celebrates the engagement of daughter Sheila to Gerald Croft, son 
and heir of Sir George and Lady Croft.  As the men linger over port and 
cigars, the women withdraw to the drawing room for coffee and talk 
of wedding clothes. What we learn of Sheila and Mrs. Birling’s lives 
echoes in Lady Mary’s words from Downton Abbey (whose first season 
also begins in 1912): “Women like me don’t have a life.  We choose 
clothes, and pay calls, and work for charity, and do the season. But 
really we are stuck in a waiting room until we marry.” 

Unlike the world of Downton Abbey, with its army of servants, the 
parlourmaid Edna is the only visible servant of the Birling household, 
a maid-of-all-work within their affluent middle-class home. Women 
comprised nearly a third of the workforce, the majority of whom were 
employed in domestic service and manual labor, such as textile spin-
ning, weaving, and dressmaking. Going into service was considered a 
cut above working in a factory, and even those skilled jobs were prefer-
able to surviving by prostitution. For a woman without much education, 
employment options were very narrow in Edwardian England.
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In contrast to the multi-course dinners of the upper 
classes, countless working class families only had the 
resources for one good meal a day, primarily consisting 
of bread, butter, and tea. Because of this malnourish-
ment, the Edwardian well-to-do “could literally look 
down” on their social inferiors, who tended to be several 
inches shorter and many pounds lighter than the well-
fed upper classes, according to Paul Thompson’s The 
Edwardians.  63% of the population died before age of 
60.

It is this gulf between the classes that Priestley explores 
in An Inspector Calls. Writing about this “golden age,” 
which was golden for some but not others, from the far 
side of a worldwide depression and two world wars, JB 
Priestley invites his mid-twentieth century audience––
and every subsequent audience––to look at their own 
interconnectedness in a new light.

1912 England

It was the end of the Victorian era with the First 
World War was about to break. There were strong 
distinctions between the upper and lower classes 

and rigid gender boundaries. Women were not valued 
by society and only would be able to improve her status 
by marrying well or obtaining a job. J.B. Priestly want-
ed to illustrate these issues that were drastically chang-
ing by the time he wrote An Inspector Calls in 1945. 
His wish was to break out and create a new world not 
returning to the Edwardian era societal values.

An Inspector Calls:  
70 Years Young

By Joe Nemrow

Regarded as J.B. Priestley’s best known play, An 
Inspector Calls  is seen as a classic in England 
as much as The Crucible is to America. Stud-

ied in schools across the UK, An Inspector Calls is a 
prescribed text used in secondary school examinations. 
Priestly wrote the play in one week during the autumn 
of 1944. After failing to have it produced in London, 
he sent a copy of his script to Moscow. The first pro-
duction of An Inspector Calls was performed by The 
Leningrad Theatre Company in Moscow, Russia in 
1945. After much success and a European tour, it at last 
“reached London and was produced at The New The-
atre in October 1946 with Alec Guinness as Eric Birling 
and Ralph Richardson as The Inspector.”1

Why does this play resound to us just as well as it did 
70 years ago? 

Director Mary B. Robinson shares, “Unfortunately, 
the theme of the play is not dated in the least. Because 
its really about people’s connection with other people 
who might not be like them on the surface. I think what 
Priestley is exploring is the fact that his belief which 
I think is my belief and probably most people’s belief 
that we are all connected and that there is more that 
joins us than divides us.”2

1 “For Students and Teachers.” Jbpriestleysocietycom. Accessed July 30, 2015.

2 Bennett, Matthew Ivan. Interview with Mary B. Robinson. Digital Record-
ing. Salt Lake City, July 29, 2015.

L-R: Katie Wieland and Mia Dillon
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By Joe Nemrow
 

John Boynton Priestly was born in Bradford, En-
gland in 1894. His father, Jonathan Priestly, was an 
influential Headmaster of Green Lane Elementary 

School and instilled a belief in his son that “helping the 
less fortunate was no act of duty, but a moral obligation 
– a way of life.”1  A transformative part of his life was 

volunteering for the army during 
World War I. 

 “Before enlisting he had 
dreamed of becoming a local 
writer who lived in a cottage on 
the moors close to Bradford. The 
war changed all this. He saw 
at first-hand what the inspector 
meant by men being taught a 
lesson in ‘fire and blood and an-
guish’. He lost virtually all of his 
friends in the war and emerged 
from it with a deep-rooted class 

1 “For Students and Teachers.” Jbpriestleysocietycom. Accessed July 
30, 2015.

consciousness. He blamed the officer class and believed 
till the day he died that the lies told to make young 
men enlist and the war strategies of the generals were 
responsible for the deaths of so many.”2

 After serving for four years and suffering from 
poison gas exposure, Priestley was released from the 
army in 1919 and returned to his talents in writing. By 
the 1930’s he had become a best selling novelist and 
renowned playwright turning his attention to social 
issues writing the likes of English Journey (1934). In 
his lifetime Priestly wrote hundreds of articles regard-
ing social, political, and intellectual ideas. Being so 
sensitive to the social class system of the day, Priestly 
himself declined the chance to become a lord in 1965 
and investiture as a Campanion of Honour in 1969. He 
advocated for the formation of the United Nations, the 
National Health Service, and was a founding member 
of The Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament. J.B. Priest-
ly dedicated his life to his moral obligation to “helping 
the less fortunate.”

2 Ibid

About the Playwright:  
J.B. Priestley

Priestly saw firsthand much of what he depicted in 
his plays. He spoke of his writing and native Bradford 
saying:

‘I have tried to make myself – and other people – 
aware of the harsh economic realities of our time. 
Again and again I have taken my typewriter to the fac-
tories, the mines, the steel mills. I denounced or jeered 
at those colleagues who would not look. I wrote some 
of the first detailed accounts of the depressed areas. 
Having been brought up on the edge of it, I knew what 
life was like “back o’ the mill.” I did not discover the 
proletariat at Oxford or Cambridge, for the West Riding 
working-class was in my blood and bones. I grew up 
among socialists. I watched the smoke thicken and the 
millionaires who made it ride away. I saw broken old 
women creep back to the mills, and young men wither 
because there was no work for them to do and nobody 
wanted them. I saw the saddest waste of all, the waste 
of human life’. 

(The Delight That Never Was, from Delight,1949)3

3 “For Students and Teachers.” jbpriestleysocietycom. Accessed July 
30, 2015.

Inspector has since played across the world and 
the 1992 revival by English director Stephen Daldry 
is praised for making the work relevant for modern 
audiences. The play won the Drama Desk Award for 
Outstanding Revival of a Play and today is still touring 
as the Stephen Daldry directed production. 

Said designer Ian MacNeil, “the 1945 play may have 
been set in the past but its purpose was to look to the fu-
ture, arguing strongly for a more positive society. Tony 
Benn (Former Member of the European Parliament) be-
lieves that Priestley ‘consciously intended to make [An 
Inspector Calls] a contribution to public understanding 
which, in its turn, he hoped might lead to a Labour 
victory after the war was over.’”4

4 Kim Greengrass, “JB Priestley’s Classic Thriller An Inspector Calls: A 
Resource Pack For Teachers”, 1999, http://aninspectorcalls.com/holding/
insp_pack_new.pdf

Photo: jbpriestleysociety.com
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Discussion  
Questions

• Who really is The Inspector? You, as the audience? 
Is he a time traveller? God? The author Priestley 
himself? Or is he really an inspector?

• Do you think the Birlings will tell the truth after the 
play? Did they change during the play? Who do you 
think really changed? Who did not?

• Why did the Birlings treat Eva Smith the way they 
did? Would they have treated her differently if they 
had known her better? Or if she was of a higher so-
cial class? Why?

Cast of An Inspector Calls

• The Inspector told Mr. Birling that “Public men have 
responsibilities as well as privileges.” What bene-
fits do you gain from society? Do you think you 
are morally responsible to do or protect something? 
What is it and why do you feel responsible? Is there 
anyone or anything you feel you are not responsible 
to? Why?

• At the end of the play The Inspector says, “We don’t 
live alone. We are members of one body. We are re-
sponsible for each other. And I tell you that the time 
will soon come when, if men will not learn that les-
son, then they will be taught it in fire and blood and 
anguish.” Were the Birlings taught in “fire and blood 
and anguish?” If so, how and did it change them? If 
not, what do you think this means and when will it 
happen?



GLOSSARY 
PORT
A sweet, fortified wine of rich taste and aroma made in 
Portugal.

BIRLING. You ought to like this port, Gerald. As a mat-
ter of fact, Finchley assured me it’s exactly the same port 
your father gets from him.

SQUIFFY
Slang expression for lightly drunk.

SHEILA. Now -- what’s the joke? 
ERIC. I don’t know -- I just suddenly felt I had to laugh. 
SHEILA. You’re squiffy.

CABLE
A message sent by submarine telegram cable.

BIRLING. It’s a pity Sir George and -- er -- Lady  
Croft can’t be with us, but they’re abroad and so it can’t 
be helped. As I told you, they sent me a very nice cable 
-- couldn’t be nicer.

STEADY THE BUFFS
A catchphrase meaning “stay calm, be careful, and 
persevere”

ERIC. Steady, old girl! The buffs.

THE BALKANS
In the first years of the twentieth century, Russia and 
Austria-Hungary cooperated to gain control of southeast-
ern Europe, aiming to fill the vacuum left by the decline 
of Ottoman powers in the region. After the Bosnian crisis 
of 1908–1909, however, their policies diverged. Russia 
tried to create an alliance of Balkan states to cut off Austria 
to the south, but they lost control of the negotiations. In 
1912, Serbia, Greece, Montenegro, and Bulgaria signed 
military alliances for the purpose of driving the Ottomans 
out of their last holdings in the Balkans. Despite warnings 
from the great powers of Europe, in October 1912 the four 
Balkan allies attacked the Ottomans with 700,000 men in 
the First Balkan War.

THESE BERNARD SHAWS AND H.G. 
WELLSES…
George Bernard Shaw is a Irish dramatist, critic, and 
social reformer. His plays include Man and Super-
man, Major Barbara, Saint Joan, and Pygmalion. 

H.G. Wells English novelist is a journalist, sociol-
ogist, and historian. The science fiction novels The 
Time Machine and The War of the Worlds are among 
his best known works.

FIDDLESTICKS
Expression used to express disagreement or to say 
that something is nonsense.

LANDED PEOPLE
possessed of land; having an estate in land.

LORD MAYOR
The title of the mayor in London and some other large 
British cities

POTTY
adj, -tier or -tiest
1. foolish or slightly crazy
2. trivial or insignificant
3. (foll by: about or on) very keen (about)

ALDERMAN 
An alderman was an indirectly elected member of county 
and county borough councils in England and Wales prior 
to the 1972 Local Government Act. 

CHIEF CONSTABLE 

Chief constables are the chief officers of the UK police 
forces outside the police areas of London – the Commis-
sioners of the City and Metropolitan forces have different 
constitutional and legislative histories. They are the highest 
rank of officer to hold the office of constable in their police 
force and are responsible to their police authority for its 
direction and control.

SOT
A foolish or stupid person; a fool, blockhead, dolt. One 
who dulls or stupefies himself with drinking; one who 
commonly or habitually drinks to excess; a soaker.

BY JINGO
A vigorous form of asseveration. Also intensified, by the 
living jingo! colloq. or vulgar.

BUNKUM
Empty talk; nonsense.
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The articles in this study guide are not meant to mirror or interpret any productions at Pioneer Theatre Company.  They are meant, in-
stead, to be an educational jumping-off point to understanding and enjoying the plays (in any production at any theatre) a bit more 

thoroughly. Therefore the stories of the plays and the interpretative articles (and even characters, at times) may differ dramatically 
from what is ultimately produced on the Pioneer Theatre stage.

Spotlight on Learning is published by Pioneer Theatre Company, 300 S. 1400 E. SLC, UT 84112

Copyright © 2015, Pioneer Theatre Company

Please feel free to download and print Spotlight for Learning, as long as you do not remove any identifying mark of Pioneer Theatre 
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Pioneer Theatre Company • University of Utah •  300 S. 1400 E. SLC, UT 84112 •  801-581-6961
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Our Equity Cast

John Dellger as 
Arthur Birling

Mia Dillon as 
Sybil Birling

Christopher Kelly as
Inspector Goole

John Evans Reese as
Eric Birling

John Skelley as
Gerald Croft

Katie Wieland as
Sheila Birling

MARY B. ROBINSON (Director) directed Of Mice and Men at Pioneer Theatre Company 
in 2012. She has directed over sixty productions of both classics and new plays off-Broadway 
and in regional theatre, and is proud of the talented staff she’s assembled for this production.

JOSEPH DELLGER (Arthur Birling) makes his debut at Pioneer Theatre Company with An 
Inspector Calls. Broadway: He played Father in Ragtime and the Coroner in the Tony-Award 
winning Porgy and Bess. He originated the roles of Magnus in Lestat and William Randolph 
Hurst in Scandalous. Off Broadway: he played Bellomy and Hucklebee in the longest running 
musical in U.S. history, The Fantasticks.  
 
MIA DILLON (Sybil Birling) Broadway: Crimes of the Heart, (Tony Award Nomination and 
Clarence Derwent Award), Our Town with Paul Newman, Hay Fever, The Corn is Green, The 
Miser, Once a Catholic (Drama Desk Nomination), Agnes of God, and Da. Off-Broadway 
shows include The Exonerated, Remembrance, Come Back, Little Sheba (Roundabout 
Theatre), The Three Sisters, New England (MTC). Film and television credits include All 
Good Things, Isn’t It Delicious, Gods and Generals, The Money Pit, A Shock to the System, 
Lots of Luck, The Jilting of Granny Weatherall, Mary and Rhoda, The Cosby Show, all three 
Law & Orders and the soon to be released Geezer.   

CHRISTOPHER KELLY (Inspector Goole) returns to PTC after A Few Good Men, The 
Foreigner, The Yellow Leaf and Dracula.  Off Broadway: Pericles (Public Theater) Moby 
Dick (Drama Desk Nomination), revival of Another Part of the Forest (Theatre at St. 
Clements) Television: Dr. Quinn, Medicine Woman, and Damages.

JOHN EVANS REESE (Eric Birling) makes his debut at PTC. Regional: Lord of the Flies 
(Barrington Stage Company); The History Boys (Palm Beach Dramaworks); Shakespeare’s 
R&J (Cygnet Theatre); The Way of the World (Franklin Stage Compay); Peter Pan: The Boy 
Who Hated Mothers (NRTC, Kennedy Center PTSF); New York: Way to Heaven (NY Times 
Critic’s Pick). Theatre: Master Harold...and the Boys; St. Joan; On the Razzle; Twelfth Night; 
The Importance of Being Earnest. Film: Do Not Disturb (score by Danny Elfman); House. 
Training: UNCSA. SCGSAH. BADA Oxford.

JOHN SKELLEY (Gerald Croft) makes his debut at PTC. Off-Broadway: The Changeling 
(Red Bull Theater), Desire (59E59/The Acting Company), Hamlet (as Hamlet), Rosencrantz 
and Guildenstern Are Dead, The Comedy of Errors, Romeo and Juliet (The Acting Company). 
Film: Into Temptation.  
 
KATIE WIELAND (Sheila Birling) makes her Pioneer Theatre Company debut. Wieland is 
a New York based actor who has performed with the NYSF in Central Park, the Shakespeare 
Theatre of New Jersey, and Shakespeare on the Sound amongst others.  


