
The Go-Between by LP Hartley - Feedback 

Berlin intercultural reading groups - Monday 20th June 

The Go-Between’s opening line is one of the best in English literature. “The past is a foreign 

country. They do things differently there”  

LP Hartley’s English classic, published in 1953, is often forgotten, it’s certainly not as widely 

read as it deserves to be. It’s also a perfect example of the value of re-reading a novel . I first 

read it in my teens - loved it then – but on re-reading it found a depth to the story that had 

floated past me in my youth. I had no doubts about recommending it. But  would our group 

love it as much as I did?  

 We’ve just had a very lively and enthusiastic discussion. We agreed it’s a superb piece of 

storytelling - beautifully written and constructed. From the prologue ("Are you vanquished, 

Colston, are you vanquished?") to the epilogue ("Tell him there's no spell or curse except an 

unloving heart" we were all involved.We enjoyed a sense of knowing and not-knowing. How 

easily do we recall our past? 

Leo Colston, a man in his mid-60s, sits down in a drab 1950s room,  to sort through some old 
papers. He finds a red cardboard box once used for his childhood Eton collars: in it are 
inconsequential odds and ends; some dried-up sea-urchins, some rusty magnets, "which had 
almost lost their magnetism", and a diary. He picks each thing up in turn. "Something came 
and went between us: the intimate pleasure of recognition." But about the "Diary for the 
year 1900", with its Zodiac figures circling the announcement of this new "Golden Age", the 
"glorious destiny of the 20th century", he can remember nothing except a sense of loss. He 
opens it: the combination lock, which he knows without knowing, is set to the letters of his 
own name. His own long-gone story gradually comes back to him.  

Leo is 12 years old and visiting his upper-class schoolfriend Marcus's family home, 
Brandham Hall in Norfolk, in the summer of 1900. He is wearing his too-hot Norfolk jacket 
(which makes him a sort of clothing joke), having come away unprepared for heat, in fact 
confident there wouldn't be any such thing, since he considers himself something of a 
magician; he believes a curse he wrote in blood in his diary at school caused two bullies to 
fall off the school roof. He has ordered up a cool summer in the same way. But his magic 
doesn’t seem to be working, the summer is scorchingly hot. 

 "In the heat, the commonest objects changed their nature. Walls, trees, the very ground one 
trod on, instead of being cool were warm to the touch: and the sense of touch is the most 
transfiguring of all the senses”.  

He also feels inferior at Brandham Hall, a mere mortal among its rich gods and goddesses. 

"For the first time I was acutely aware of social inferiority." He keeps his lower status a 

secret, though Marcus's mother, Mrs Maudsley, has an ability to fix him like a pinned 

butterfly with her gaze. He feels she can see right through him. 



Marcus's older sister, Marian, is Leo's first encounter with beauty – as if he has met not a 

person but a concept. "So that is what it is to be beautiful, I thought." Marian  recognises 

Leo's embarrassment, keeps his secret about his lack of correct clothing and sweeps him off 

to Norwich where she buys him a cool green suit. Is she being kind or does she have an 

ulterior motive in helping Leo? She is to marry, for social advancement, the local Viscount 

Winlove, Hugh Trimingham. He is back from the Boer war with half his face scarred so badly 

that he looks like the god Janus, Leo thinks; one side an end and the other a beginning. 

Trimingham is both wounded and elegant and a true gentleman, but not the stuff of a young 

girl’s dreams. Does he have a great deal more knowledge of what's happening than he lets 

on? He tells Leo that nothing is ever a lady’s fault. 

Hartley hints from the start that tragedy is brewing. He develops the story so skilfully that 

we’re sucked inside the closed world of Brandon Hall and its cast of characters.  Leo is 

ignorant of the facts of life, he is a boy so naive that at first it's comic, then painful. As the 

mercury rises, Leo becomes a kind of Mercury himself, a deliverer of messages between 

Marian and her lower-class lover, the tenant farmer and local "ladykiller", Ted Burgess, who 

promises to teach Leo what's what when it comes to "spooning". Leo feels euphoric, that he 

is being transported to a higher plane. The hot weather adds to his sense of well-being. 

“In the heat the senses, the mind, the heart, the body, all told a different tale. One felt 

another person, one was another person." 

Much of the novel's strength lies in Leo's sweet literalness, and in the interlocked layers of 

knowing and unknowing viewed by Colston 50 years on, then by us, far off in our so-

knowing future. His innocence, when it comes to what "spooning" might be, is both 

humorous and uncomfortable. His lack of understanding of adult remarks is endearing and 

amusing.  Do lady killers really kill ladies? Why is Ted Burgess a bit of a lad when he is so 

very masculine and grown up? 

Meanwhile, he can't say the name Hugh without it sounding, to Marian, like the word "who" 

or the word "you" – this in a book very much about identity. Leo is a boy who loves words, 

was bullied in the first place for using the long word vanquished in his diary for a football 

match victory; when his curses, astonishingly, seem to have taken effect he ponders what 

the action of putting words on paper might mean. "It was then I began to cherish a dream of 

becoming a writer – perhaps the greatest writer of the greatest century, the 20th." His new 

clothes, his very greenness, liberate him, make a hero of him, and at the same time are his 

downfall. 

The Go-Between has cleverly scripted theatrical set-pieces: a cricket match that is a little 

class-war in itself; a concert at which the tension between tenants and landlords, village and 

Hall, is overshone by a moment that's half real innocence, half hopeless sentimentality.  

Hartley gives us clues, rather like in a thriller. We see the farmer cleaning his gun 

assiduously. How will he use his gun? Who will lose out in this drama? Who will be kIlled? 



It is a masterpiece of double-speak and secrecy, somehow both ambiguous and direct.There 

is a charmingly naive narrative quality.  A young boy is struggling to survive in an unfamiliar 

adult world. Much is obvious to us, and it takes Leo some time to see what is in front of his 

eyes.  Hartley works his magic creating an atmosphere of  British embarrassment and social 

awkwardness. It is a marvellous period piece.  Clearly drawn from personal experience, we 

suffer with LP Hartley, as he reveals the damage done to him in early life. His ability to love 

has clearly been stunted and he has remained an outsider. The entertaining way he 

pscyhoanalyses his past to understand his present makes very good reading. And yet 

Marian,  as an old lady, still has the power to persuade him to make one last act as a “go-

between.”  

Our Comments 

“ Thank you for getting me to read the Go-Between again. I first read it at school and was far 

too young to appreciate it then. I loved it second time around.” 

“It’s a mistake to ask schoolchildren to read this book- all the implications really missed me- 

it needs an adult’s point of view.” 

“ It’s beautifully written. I really enjoyed it. I may like to read it again- it was so good.” 

“It was very interesting in many ways - the way Leo established himself at school - his ability 

to stand up for himself. Yet by the end he has been crushed and stunted for life 

emotionally.” 

“ I kept diaries like Leo but I wouldn’t like anyone to see them. I’ve started getting rid of 

them to be on the safe side. But mine contain amorous adventures. Rather different from 

Leo’s naive experiences.” 

“I’m sorry Leo fell in love with Marian.How much did she like him or just use him? I thought 

she was very selfish and self-centred.” 

“ Marian is just a young girl, rather spoilt. She is used to having what she wants and she 

wants Ted Burgess, not Lord Trimingham. Ted is very sexy and attractive , poor Lord 

Trimingham is a gentleman but not the stuff of a young girl’s fantasies.” 

“I had a lot of sympathy for the Lord. But I am thinking too of the film version. Edward Fox 

played the Lord and Alan Bates played Ted. For me there is no contest. Edward Fox is much 

more appealing!” 

“The portrayal of the young boy Leo was so well done. We have many insights into his way 

of thinking, his world. I remember being into magic and reading oracles etc .” 

“ I liked this book very much - it was rather like psychoanaylsis. I could identify with Leo as a 

young boy. Seeing everything from his viewpoint added depth to the story.” 



“ Everything was very well composed. The prologue and epilogue worked especially well. 

The epilogue was hair-raising.” 

“ I enjoyed everything about it. I can’t find a bad thing to say about it.” 

“I was reluctant to read it at first. I nearly didn’t. And then I thought there must be a reason 

that Jan has recommended this book. So I changed my mind. I’m glad I did because  I 

thoroughly enjoyed it- so much was happening and so much was suppressed. It was 

wonderfully written.” 

“I haven’t finished it yet but I wanted to find out what everybody else thought about it.” 

“I had a few problems to get into the language but I persevered and loved it eventually. 

Although the cricket match lost me!” 

“ Being a huge cricket fan, I enjoyed that part very much. It’s the perfect English setting for 

the locals to take on the gentry.” 

“The ending was particularly good. Marian being still alive and the way that Leo tracks her 

down. Going to the church to find the history of the family and eventually seeing her face to 

face as an old woman. It brings us full circle.” 

“It seemed rather boring at first and then I got into it more and more. By the end I found it 

very exciting and full of suspense. I wasn’t expecting that.” 

“I was impressed by the way a sixty year old man could remember his youth. He must have 

dwelled on it a long time.” 

“ The epilogue explained a lot, made it all plausible, rounded up the whole story.” 

“The little hints of foreboding, like the gun on Ted’s lap, made it full of suspense-“ 

“ I loved it as a teenager. Re-reading it did give me a different perspective. Marian seemed 

selfish and manipulative to the end. I still loved it- especially Hartley’s elegant turn of 

phrases.” 

“ I was surprised that the author is a man. The style seemed very feminine and sensitive.” 

“ Leo is such a mixture – he seems so wise and yet so ignorant!” 

“ A triumph of a novel - a real pleasure to read. “ 

Highly recommended A richly layered, absorbing story about past and present, naiveté and 

knowledge, and the mysteries of the human heart. A wonderful read - a real British classic.  

 

 


