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Introduction to The Go-Between

Published in 1953, The Go-Between by L.P. Hartley is a novel that explores themes of memory,
social class, and the complexities of human relationships. Set against the backdrop of early 20th-
century England, the story revolves around a young boy, Leo Colston, who becomes an unwitting
messenger between the adults around him. Through his experiences, Hartley delves into the
innocence of childhood and the often painful transition to adulthood. This article will provide a
comprehensive overview of the novel, its major themes, character development, and its impact on
literature.



Summary of the Novel

The narrative of The Go-Between is framed as a retrospective account of Leo Colston, who recalls a
summer spent at the estate of his wealthy school friend, Marcus Maudsley, in 1900. During this
summer, Leo becomes entangled in a secret love affair between Marcus's sister, Veronica, and a
local landowner, Ted Burgess. As Leo is drawn deeper into their world, he serves as the "go-
between," delivering messages and facilitating their clandestine meetings.

The plot unfolds through several key events:

The Arrival at Brandham Hall: Leo arrives at the Maudsley estate, enchanted by the beauty1.
of the surroundings and the opulence of the household.

Leo's Innocence: The young boy's naivety is highlighted as he begins to understand the2.
dynamics of adult relationships.

The Secret Affair: The relationship between Veronica and Ted develops, with Leo caught in3.
the middle as he delivers letters and messages.

The Consequences: The affair leads to tragic consequences, profoundly impacting Leo's4.
perception of love and trust.

As the story progresses, Leo's experiences shape his understanding of the adult world, culminating
in a realization that innocence often comes at a great cost.

Major Themes

The Go-Between is rich in thematic content, and several key themes emerge throughout the
narrative:

1. The Loss of Innocence

A central theme of the novel is the transition from childhood innocence to the complexities of adult
life. Leo's journey reflects the painful awakening to the realities of love, betrayal, and social
expectations. His initial excitement and curiosity evolve into disillusionment as he witnesses the
darker aspects of human relationships. This loss of innocence is poignantly captured in the
narrative, leaving a lasting impact on both Leo and the reader.

2. Class and Social Structure

Hartley also examines the rigid class structures of Edwardian England. The relationship between



Veronica, a member of the aristocracy, and Ted, a working-class farmer, symbolizes the tensions and
barriers imposed by society. Leo’s position as a go-between highlights his outsider status, caught
between the upper and lower classes. The novel critiques the social norms that dictate personal
relationships and ultimately lead to tragedy.

3. Memory and Nostalgia

The narrative is framed through Leo's memories, emphasizing the role of nostalgia in shaping our
understanding of the past. As an adult, Leo reflects on his childhood summer, infusing the story with
a sense of longing and regret. This exploration of memory raises questions about the reliability of
recollection and how it influences our perceptions of identity and experience.

4. The Complexity of Human Relationships

Hartley intricately weaves a web of relationships that reveal the complexities of human emotions.
The interactions between Leo, Veronica, and Ted demonstrate the multifaceted nature of love,
desire, and betrayal. The characters are not merely archetypes but are imbued with depth,
highlighting their vulnerabilities and motivations. This complexity invites readers to contemplate the
nuanced nature of relationships and the often hidden emotions that drive human behavior.

Character Development

Throughout The Go-Between, character development plays a crucial role in conveying the novel's
themes.

1. Leo Colston

Leo, the protagonist, undergoes significant growth over the course of the novel. Initially portrayed
as an innocent and impressionable boy, he is gradually exposed to the harsh realities of adult
relationships. His transformation from a naive child to a reflective adult serves as the backbone of
the narrative. Leo's character embodies the core themes of the novel, particularly the loss of
innocence and the impact of memory.

2. Veronica Maudsley

Veronica is depicted as both enchanting and enigmatic, representing the allure of adulthood and the
complexities of romantic relationships. Her character challenges traditional notions of femininity
and social class, as she seeks love outside her prescribed social boundaries. However, her choices
ultimately lead to tragic consequences, shedding light on the limitations imposed by society.



3. Ted Burgess

Ted, the working-class love interest, serves as a foil to Veronica's privileged background. His
character embodies the struggles between social classes and the yearning for connection across
societal divides. Ted's passion for Veronica is palpable, yet his status as a rural farmer complicates
their relationship and highlights the rigid class structures of the time.

4. Marcus Maudsley

As Veronica's brother and Leo's friend, Marcus represents the complexities of loyalty and familial
duty. His character embodies the expectations of the upper class and the burden of societal norms.
Marcus's relationship with Leo further complicates the narrative, as he grapples with his own
feelings of jealousy and protectiveness.

Literary Techniques

L.P. Hartley's writing style in The Go-Between is notable for its rich imagery and psychological
insight. Several literary techniques enhance the narrative:

First-Person Narrative: The use of first-person narration allows readers to intimately
experience Leo's thoughts and emotions, creating a deep connection with his character.

Symbolism: Objects and settings, such as the garden and the river, serve as symbols of
innocence, love, and the passage of time.

Foreshadowing: Subtle hints throughout the narrative foreshadow the tragic events that will
unfold, creating a sense of inevitability.

Imagery: Vivid descriptions transport readers to the Edwardian era, immersing them in the
sights and sounds of Brandham Hall.

Impact and Legacy

Since its publication, The Go-Between has garnered critical acclaim and is considered a classic of
English literature. Its exploration of complex themes and rich character development has influenced
numerous writers and continues to resonate with readers today. The novel has been adapted into
various formats, including film and stage productions, further solidifying its place in the literary
canon.

In conclusion, The Go-Between by L.P. Hartley is a profound exploration of the intricacies of
human relationships, the loss of innocence, and the constraints of social class. Through the lens of



memory and nostalgia, Hartley crafts a narrative that transcends time, inviting readers to reflect on
their own experiences of love and betrayal. As Leo Colston’s story unfolds, it becomes a poignant
reminder of the complexities of growing up and the enduring impact of our choices.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of 'The Go-Between' by L.P. Hartley?
The main theme of 'The Go-Between' is the loss of innocence and the complex nature of social class
and relationships, as it explores how personal connections can be influenced by societal
expectations.

Who is the protagonist in 'The Go-Between' and what is his
role?
The protagonist of 'The Go-Between' is Leo Colston, a young boy who becomes the intermediary in a
secret love affair between two adults, which ultimately leads to his coming-of-age and a loss of
innocence.

How does L.P. Hartley use symbolism in 'The Go-Between'?
Hartley uses symbolism extensively, particularly with the character of the weather and the setting of
the English countryside, which reflect the emotional states of the characters and the tension of the
narrative.

What narrative techniques are employed in 'The Go-Between'?
Hartley employs a first-person narrative technique, allowing readers to experience Leo's thoughts
and feelings directly, alongside the use of flashbacks that provide deeper insights into the story's
events.

In what historical context is 'The Go-Between' set?
The novel is set in the early 1900s, during a period of social change in England, just before World
War I, which highlights the rigid class structures and the challenges of personal relationships within
that society.

What role does the setting play in 'The Go-Between'?
The setting, primarily in a grand English estate during a summer, serves as a backdrop for the
unfolding drama and reflects themes of privilege, secrecy, and the contrast between childhood and
adulthood.

What impact does the ending of 'The Go-Between' have on the
overall story?
The ending of 'The Go-Between' emphasizes the irreversible nature of Leo's experiences and the
profound impact they have on his life, leaving him with a sense of nostalgia and regret as he reflects
on his lost innocence.



How does the character of Marian influence the plot in 'The
Go-Between'?
Marian, as the object of Leo's affections and desires, plays a critical role in driving the plot forward;
her relationship with Ted Burgess complicates Leo's understanding of love and loyalty, leading to
pivotal moments in the story.

What critical reception did 'The Go-Between' receive upon its
release?
Upon its release in 1953, 'The Go-Between' received critical acclaim for its sophisticated narrative
style and depth of character, and it has since been recognized as a classic of English literature.
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