
The Uncommon Reader by Alan Bennett- a comic gem? our December choice 

 

 

Alan Bennett is a national treasure- one of Britains’s most gifted playwrights. He is best 

known for his early satirical sketches Beyond the Fringe and his more recent play The 

History Boys.  But Bennett is not as practised as a novelist. Would this show in this 

short novella? The Uncommon Reader was praised by the Spectator as a  gem among 

the dross, without a wasted word. The effect, in this and in much of his work, is to make 

him the literary equivalent of a brilliant cartoonist." - Would we all agree with such a 

glowing review?  

 

The overiding response was yes. But The Uncommon Reader was not without its critics. 

Everyone agreed that the Queen becoming an avid reader and changing her life through 

her reading experince, was inspired. Yet some of us felt that Bennett had been lazy and  

had not developed this idea to its full potential. His use of language had been lazy too. 

Apparently in 118 pages of text, he used the word though 68 times. 

 

The British style of humour was accessible to most of us. But some of our German 

members didn’t find it very amusing. For example, the following exchange between the 

Queen and Prince Philip, was funny to some, totally unfunny to others. 

 

„Was that Cecil Beaton?“ said the Queen. 

„ No idea. Never liked the fellow. Green shoes.“ 

 

Humour across cultures is notoriously difficult. Prince Philip judges Cecil Beaton by 

the colour of his shoes and finds green outrageous for a gentleman. It is almost 

impossible to explain why something is funny, if there is no perception of the  cultural 

background to the joke!    

 

But most of us absolutely loved the book. In one group it was the first time that we 

unanimously agreed that we’d totally enjoyed  a book. Germans are fascinated with the 

British Royal Family and especially the Queen. The popularity of The Uncommon 

Reader translated into German is obvious-- it is a bestseller here.  

 

One of its charms is the brief introduction Bennett offers to English literature- starting 

with the title which is a play on words. The Queen’s subjects are commoners – 

therefore the Queen is definitely uncommon.There is also a literary connection- 

Virginia Woolf wrote essays entitled The Common Reader in which she encourages a 

sentimental education. Reading breaks down barriers of class and fosters independence 

of thought- reading can be for pure pleasure.  

 

Let’s go on the reading journey that the Queen undertakes. Bennett has admitted that he  

had fun sending the Queen on his own quest for books. He portrays the Queen as canny, 



intelligent and  an increasingly keen reader who becomes convinced of the 

transformative power of literature.  

 

The Queen’s discovery of books happens by chance: the corgis discover the City of 

Westminster mobile library parked outside  Buckingham Palace‘s kitchens and the 

Queen, having calmed their yapping, feels duty-bound to borrow a book. In the 

beginning she is merely being polite. Though her first choice, a novel by Ivy Compton-

Burnett proves a stodgy start, she ploughs on to the end and, appetite whetted, returns 

for another. Attracted by Nancy Mitford's The Pursuit of Love –  

 

'Novels seldom came as well-connected as this and the Queen felt correspondingly 

reassured' –  

 

She begins a journey that encompasses autobiography, novels and non-fiction, taking in 

Proust, Henry James, Mary Renault, Alice Munro, and many others but not, unlike her 

mother, Dick Francis. 

 

As her passion grows, so her entourage becomes increasingly alarmed, in particular her 

ambitious private secretary Sir Kevin Scatchard.  

 

'I feel, ma'am, that while not exactly elitist, [reading] sends the wrong message. It tends 

to exclude.'  

 

None the less, she persists, drawn by the 'lofty indifference' of books:  

 

'Books did not care who was reading them or whether one read them or not ... all 

readers were equal, herself included.' 

 

Bennett's portrait of her is not only extremely funny, but also, one imagines, not far off 

the truth. Travelling by coach to state occasions, she becomes practised at waving and 

reading at the same time,  

 

'the trick being to keep the book below the level of the window and to keep focused on it 

and not on the crowds'.  

 

As she works her way through the canon, her critical faculties become more acute. 

 

 'Am I alone,' she confides in her notebook, 'in wanting to give Henry James a good 

talking-to?'  

 

Through books, she discovers a way to express herself that has been denied her by her 

upbringing and vocation. Reading King Lear, she is moved by Cordelia's plight:  

 



'Cordelia's "I cannot heave my heart into my mouth" is a sentiment I can readily 

endorse. Her plight is mine.' 

 

The Uncommon Reader is a gloriously entertaining comic narrative, but it is also much 

more: a deadly serious manifesto for the potential of reading to change lives, for its 

ability to broaden horizons, to imagine oneself in others' shoes, and to enable one - or 

should that be One - to break out from the constraints of upbringing, class and 

education and lead the life you've always wanted. And, Bennett ponders, who might 

need that more than the Queen? 

 

The ending is wonderfully shocking. The Queen tells her Privy Council that she is 

going to abdicate in order to have the time and the freedom to write. Very few of us had 

guessed the ending . Is Bennett hinting to the Queen that this is what she should do? 

When she reads the autobiography of the actress Lauren Bacall she is jealous of her 

way of  life. And maybe of her relationship with the sexy Humphrey Bogart?  The 

Queen is certainly reminded of all of the restrictions on her own personal freedom. 

 

We would all love to know if the Queen has read The Uncommon Reader.  But Bennett 

has said that he is never likely to find out. It’s a joy to think of the Queen finding this 

book under the Christmas tree. Perhaps William and Harry will have made sure that she 

receives it as a present.. And she could not possibly take offence- it is a very 

sympathetic portrait of the older Queen. 

 

Bennett focuses on the Queen growing old and reaching the grand age of eighty. Her 

faculties are more acute, her mind broadened by reading and she is continuously noting 

points of interest. It is ironic that her staff worry that she is showing the first signs of 

Alzheimer’s Disease. Her relationship with Norman, the servant from the kitchens she 

first meets in the mobile library, is charming. Norman has worked with old people and 

has an ease with the Queen which most of her staff lack. Together they explore books. 

Norman’s recommendations are all by gay writers ( mirroring his own interests) and the 

Queen is completely unshockable. 

 

We discussed how we are all avid readers and how important reading has been in our 

own lives. The Queen is a dutiful reader, feeling obliged to finish every book she starts. 

We differed here. Most of us feel that we have to finish a book, that we  might  miss 

something if we don’t. A few of us, if we are not engaged by the characters, give up a 

book after reading a couple of chapters. Life is too short –to quote some of us. 

 

Yet everyone said that when they are reading a book for the groups, they feel obliged to 

finish it ! An excellent example of the value of motivated reading – being able to 

discuss a book at length with others- spurs one on to complete a book in time for the 

group meeting. And I was delighted that so many members have appreciated the 

choices of books I‘ve recommended. Many of you are encouraged to read books you 



would not have chosen otherwise and then have thoroughly enjoyed them. That’s the 

best Christmas present I could have wished for! 

 

We all thought that the Queen would love being a member of a reading group- but 

would she feel able to express her views openly? And how would the other members 

respond to the Queen? Protocol would get in the way of a free discussion. Yet if the 

Queen abdicated, she could speak her mind.  Maybe she would say to Prince Philip „ 

„Not tonight darling, I’m in the reading group“- which incidentally is the fun name of a 

book group in Dorset in England! 

 

Bennett portrays the Queen as a reluctant reader- she has been discouraged from having 

hobbies. 

 

She’d never taken much interest in reading. She read, of course, as one did, but liking 

books was something she left to other people. It was a hobby and it was in the nature of 

her job that she didn’t have hobbies. Jogging, growing roses, chess or rock-climbing, 

cake decoration, model aeroplanes. No. Hobbies involved preferences and preferences 

had to be avoided: preferences excluded people. One had no preferences. Her job was 

to take an interest, not to be interested herself. 

 

The Queen has changed remarkably by the end of the novel. She is an inspiration to the 

non reader to start reading. Having seen her Commonwealth from a privileged position, 

she discovers  that she can experience the real world through books. And re-evaluate 

what she wants from life. 

 

The appeal of reading, she thought, lay in its indifference: there was something lofty 

about literature. Literature, she thought, is a commonwealth.  

 

The Uncommon Reader is a love story about the Queen and her late passion for  reading. 

Bennett uses the Queen to show the transformative power of books- a subject which is 

going to appeal to reading groups. And sure enough it did. I have a sneaky suspicion 

that this will be voted our favourite book of 2008. Let‘s wait and see. 

 

 

 

 


