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Introduction

The essays of George Orwell combine a number of his impressive skills and 
tendencies. They are packed full of insightful points, on everything from 
toads to Tories, communism to cigarettes. Moreover, despite being written 
in a deliberately ‘plain’ style, they are very intelligent – a combination rare for 
the time, but subsequently influential. Even now, however, few writers get 
near to his range of subjects. 

Such, Such Were the Joys was probably started in 1939 or 1940, and finalised 
several years later. It was not, though, published until three years after Orwell’s 
death, for fear of legal action by the people mentioned in it – even then, their 
names were changed. In our version, we have restored the original names. The 
title of this autobiographical essay is from the poem “The Echoing Green”, 
part of William Blake’s 1789 collection, Songs of Innocence. Here, Orwell uses 
the title ironically, indicating the bitter intelligence at play. 

Contemporaries – such as the writer Cyril Connolly, who also went to 
St Cyprian’s – strongly disagreed with many of the things Orwell mentions 
about the school. Jacintha Buddicom, a childhood friend of Orwell, said: “I 
can guarantee that the ‘I’ of ‘Such, Such were the Joys’ is quite unrecognisable 
as Eric as we knew him then.” Orwell himself mentions that exaggeration 
and poor memory play a role. He also admits to loathing the school and 
being unable to think in a detached way about it for years afterwards. But, 
he says, in later life certain aspects of our personal histories become better 
understood and more significant than others. Thus, what we have here are 
the aspects he chose to focus on.

It is perhaps fitting that we have made an illustrated version, as Orwell 
himself often illustrated his letters to his mother while at the school. Our 
approach was to make a version that flows well after the adjustments needed 
for the graphic novel format. These include showing certain things visually, 
rather than in the words Orwell uses for that scene. Also some new visuals 
are added, from our interpretation, and some new dialogue. Otherwise it 
sticks pretty closely to Orwell’s original. We thank the Orwell estate for their 
permission to publish this illustrated version.

Sean Michael Wilson 
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