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Teachers’ Notes 
 

Curriculum subject: English Literature 

Key Stage: 4-5 

Author / Text: Shelagh Delaney, A Taste of Honey 

Theme: Social and historical contexts 

Rationale 

A Taste of Honey caused a sensation when it was first staged in 1958. This was partly 

because its author, Shelagh Delaney, was a young working-class woman from the 

north of England at a time when the theatre was still dominated by a sophisticated 

metropolitan elite. It was also because the play confronted so many taboos: teenage 

pregnancy, single motherhood, sexuality and race. These activities encourage students 

to explore the social and historical context of the play so they can understand just how 

revolutionary it was when first performed, and why it continues to be so popular with 

audiences today. 

Content 

 
Literary and historical sources from the site: 

 Letter from Shelagh Delaney to Joan Littlewood (April 1958)  

 Lord Chamberlain’s report and correspondence about A Taste of Honey (20 May 1958) 

 Notes made by Joan Littlewood about the music in A Taste of Honey (5 December 

1958)   

 Programme for A Taste of Honey at Wyndham’s Theatre (1959) 

 Review of A Taste of Honey by Lindsay Anderson (1958) 

 Production photographs from Theatre Workshop’s production of A Taste of Honey, 

Theatre Royal Stratford East, London (1958) 

Recommended reading (short articles): 
 An introduction to A Taste of Honey by Selina Todd 
 Shelagh Delaney: The Start of the Possible by Jeanette Winterson 

 
External links: 

 Michael Calderbank, ‘Shelagh Delaney and the drama of everyday life’ (Red Pepper, 1 

April 2014):  

http://www.bl.uk/20th-century-literature
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/Letter-from-Shelagh-Delaney-to-Joan-Littlewood-1958
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/lord-chamberlains-report-and-correspondence-about-a-taste-of-honey
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/Notes-made-by-Joan-Littlewood-about-the-music-in-A-Taste-of-Honey
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/Notes-made-by-Joan-Littlewood-about-the-music-in-A-Taste-of-Honey
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/Programme-for-A-Taste-of-Honey-at-Wyndhams-Theatre-1959
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/Review-of-A-Taste-of-Honey-by-Lindsay-Anderson-1958
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/Photographs-of-A-Taste-of-Honey
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/Photographs-of-A-Taste-of-Honey
http://www.bl.uk/20th-century-literature/An-introduction-to-A-Taste-of-Honey
http://www.bl.uk/20th-century-literature/Shelagh-Delaney-The-Start-of-the-Possible
http://www.redpepper.org.uk/the-ordinary-drama-of-everyday-life/
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 Rachel Cooke, ‘Shelagh Delaney: the return of Britain's angry young woman’ 

(Guardian, 25 January 2014)  

 Matthew Sweet, ‘A Taste of Honey: watershed theatre’ (The Telegraph, 4 February 

2014)  

 Ken Russell, ‘Shelagh Delaney’s Salford’ (Monitor, 25 September 1960) 

 

Key questions 

 Why was A Taste of Honey such a revolutionary play? 

 What kind of social world was it written in? 

 Is the play still as important now as it was in 1958? 

 What can we learn from A Taste of Honey about attitudes to theatre, culture and 

censorship? 

Activities 
1)   Before studying the play in depth, look at these photographs from the 1958 Theatre 

Royal Stratford East production of the play, plus the following quotations: 

 Sir Norman Gwatkin: ‘a sordid and melancholy play.’ 

 Lindsay Anderson: ‘a real escape from the middlebrow, middle-class vacuum of the 

West End.’ 

 Jeanette Winterson: ‘Who else, in 1958, was writing about an unmarried pregnant 

teenager, her gay friend, a gentle sexy black sailor, and a single mother?’ 

 Selina Todd: ‘What unites Jo and Helen is a desire for a different sort of life to the 

one to which they're meant to aspire.’ 

 Rachel Cooke: ‘muscular, plain-speaking, funny and furious … the polar opposite of 

polite and decorous, the things that women were then still expected to be.’ 

 Michael Calderbank: ‘full of the raw vigour and character of everyday working class 

life.’ 

 Milton Shulman: ‘about as convincing as some dream fantasy watched through a 

distorting mirror.’ 

Now, explore the following questions:  

 What do the photographs and quotations indicate about the play’s content and 

themes?  

 Why did it make such an impact on contemporary audiences?  

 Why does it continue to be seen as a central text in the canon of 20th-century 

British drama? 

2)  In groups, use the sources as a starting-point for an exploration of the following: 

 Shelagh Delaney’s early life 

 Typical opportunities available to young women in the 1950s 

 Attitudes to homosexuality in the 1950s 

 Attitudes to race in the 1950s 

https://www.theguardian.com/stage/2014/jan/25/shelagh-delaney-angry-young-woman-a-taste-of-honey
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/culture/theatre/theatre-features/10594380/A-Taste-of-Honey-watershed-theatre.html
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iXmMsOBrx9g
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/Photographs-of-A-Taste-of-Honey
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/Photographs-of-A-Taste-of-Honey
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 The ‘middlebrow’ dramas of the 1950s 

These topics will help to give you a sense of the context in which Delaney was writing, 

and why A Taste of Honey was seen as so revolutionary. Share your findings with the 

rest of the class in the form of a short presentation, poster or contribution to a VLE. 

3)  Next, read Delaney’s letter to Joan Littlewood and explore the role of Joan Littlewood 

in bringing the play to the stage. In doing this, consider the way Delaney represents 

herself in her letter and how this differed from reality.  

 Why might she have wanted to present herself as being more naïve and 

unsophisticated than she actually was?  

 What might Littlewood have spotted in the play that made her think it could be a 

success? 

4)  Now read Act 1, Scene 1 and examine how the characters of Jo and Helen are 

established, identifying key quotations and considering the impact of Littlewood’s 

introduction of humour, music and the breaking of the ‘fourth wall’.  

 How does your reading of the play and characters compare or contrast with the 

findings from your research?  

5)  Once you have finished your study of the whole play, return to the critical quotations 

explored at the beginning and discuss which quotations most closely reflect your own 

views of the play.  

Extension activities 

 Many early reviews of A Taste of Honey drew attention to Shelagh Delaney’s age, 

gender and social class. Find examples of these and explore why reviewers focused so 

closely on these issues. What attitudes do their reviews suggest about the arts and 

those responsible for producing and shaping culture? 

 

 A revival of A Taste of Honey was staged by the National Theatre in 2014. What does 

the play have to say to modern audiences? Is it still – as in Matthew Sweet’s words – 

‘watershed theatre’, or has its message dated?  

 

 Watch Ken Russell’s 1960 Monitor film ‘Shelagh Delaney’s Salford’. What does 

Delaney say about Salford and its role in shaping her writing?  

 

 Examine the Lord Chamberlain’s Office Reader’s Report on A Taste of Honey, 

considering attitudes to ‘decency’ and censorship in the 1950s. This could form the 

basis of a wider study of censorship in the theatre. 

 

http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/Letter-from-Shelagh-Delaney-to-Joan-Littlewood-1958
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iXmMsOBrx9g
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/lord-chamberlains-report-and-correspondence-about-a-taste-of-honey

