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CHAPTER - II

DECLINE AND FALL

The first world war in England produced destruction and decay 

and changed the face of the country. It proved a turning point in the 

history of England. A new generation that had experienced the war and 

had grown up with the fear of another war, threw old moral values. 

It also parted itself from the tradition, form the rich heritage of social 

and religious institutions. Evelyn Waugh soured the dream of a new 

and more humane society. He believed in the values and institutions, 

cherished by the society in the past. Evelyn Waugh had the great 

sentimentality about the agrarian past. Waugh belonged to the 

generation that was still at school when the first world war ended 

Richard Johnstone remarks :"Along with other writers of his generation, 

he was acutely conscious of something missing from modern life that

had once been present;......Waugh refers to it as 'the beauty of living'.

The beauty of living for which the young Waugh longed was partly 

a sense of purpose, of participating importantly in a society which itself 

possessed confidence. For Waugh, as for others, that kind of society 

disappeared with the first world war, and with it went the possibility 

of significant action."1
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Evelyn Waugh laments on the fundamental failing of the whole 

of the generation. Waugh also feels that because of this fall man needs 

a special power to face modernity and anarchy of the world. Waugh 

also seems concerned about the collapse of values and meaning in the 

contemporary life.

Decline and Fall (1928) Waugh's first novel, discusses the fall 

in the contemporary life. Paul Pennyfeather, the protagonist studies 

theology at Oxford. He is rusticated from his college unjustly because 

his trousers get torn off by the members of the Bollinger club. 

The innocent Paul passes through different worlds. In the first part 

of the novel he is appointed as a school master at Llanabba castle, 

run by Dr. Fagan. At Castle he meets Captain Grimes, Prendergast 

and Philbrick who are failed gentlemen. The boys of the school are 

much the same. Paul also meets Margot Beste-Chetwynde, the mother 

of Peter, a student of Paul.

In the second part of the novel Paul is appointed as a private 

teacher of Peter. Paul lives at King's Thursday. He falls in love with 

Margot and they decide to marry. Meanwhile Paul has unknowingly 

helped Margot for the transportation of the group of the prostitutes. 

On the eve of his marriage Paul is arrested by the police.

In the third part of the novel Paul finds himself in the prison. 

There he becomes the victim of Lucas-Dockery experiment in the 

criminal rehabilitation. At last Paul is rescued by Margot. Paul changes
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his identity. Disguised with moustache he returns to Oxford and 

resumes his study.

There are two worlds presented in Decline and Fall : the 

innocent world of Paul and the cunning and the pleasure-seeking 

world. Paul’s world of innocence and honesty is contrasted against the 

world of cheats, immorality, justice and fakeness. The juxtaposition 

of the two worlds, adds into the effect of the narrative.

One of the objects Decline and Fall mocks at is the English 

education system. Paul meets Mr. Levy, the scholastic agent. Mr. Levy 

takes Paul to Dr. Fagan. Being innocent Paul openly tells everybody 

the reason of his discontinued study. He tells Dr. Fagan : "I was sent 

down, sir, for indecent behaviour".2 He has to leave behind the world 

where people read papers on 'Sex Repression and Religious 

Experience'. The pagan attitude of the world becomes very clear when 

Mr. Levy remarks on Paul's comment that he does not know a world 

of German : "Why only last term we sent a man who has never been 

in a Laboratory in his life as Senior Science Master to one of our 

leading public schools."3

Dr. Fagan, the Headmaster of the school, appoints Paul 

on cheap salary. Dr. Fagan is a cunning fellow whose fingers are 

"crooked like claws".4 His remark on English education system 

is sarcastic : "Indeed, indeed? well, I shall not ask for details. I have 

been in the scholastic profession long enough to know that nobody
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enters it unless he has some very good reason which he is anxious 

to conceal."5

In the school teachers are not competent. They are not 

interested in teaching. Boys from upper class come only to enjoy 

school life. They mock at and make a fun of teachers. They jeer 

at Grime's, wooden leg' and Prendergast's 'wig'. The sudden 

announcement of annual sports show that the school has no discipline. 

Sports are conducted in an ordinary way. The boys are asked 

to go round and round until tea time. The low and high hurdles are not 

available and the tracks are not marked. Miss Fagan burns hurdles and 

jumping posts for fire wood. Dingy makes flags into dusters. 

Mr. Prendergast serving as a starter, shoots one of the boys. Sports 

are not arranged to encourage boys but to attract guests as Dr. Fagan 

says : "It doesn't do to let any boy win more than two events; I leave 

you to arrange that"6 In school, boys are trained to write essay with 

more words and to neglect the context. The letter from Arthur Potts, 

Paul's friend, stands in contrast to the pagan world where Paul is now : 

It seems to me that the great problem of education is to train the moral 

perceptions, not merely to discipline the appetites. I can not help 

thinking that it is in greater fastidiousness rather than in greater self 

control that the future progress of the race lies."7
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Captain Grimes, a public school man, comments on the corrupt 

social system. The social system favours those who are educated 

in a public school:

"I am a public school man.
That means everything.
There's a blessed equity 
in the English social system.... 
that ensures the public school 
man against starvation.
One goes through four or five 
years of perfect hell at an age 
when life is bound to be hell, 
anyway, and after that the social 
system never lets one down."8

Mr. Prendergast works as a clergyman before coming 

to Llanabba castle. Prendergast's remark is a speaking comment 

on the world he has left the world of religion and on the world he is now 

- the school world." I couldn't understand why God had made the world 

at all."9 Paul's colleagues represent the meaningless world. Captain 

Grimes and Philbrick web unreal stories. Grimes webs false stories 

about his wooden leg. He says that he has lost it in the war, but it is not 

true. Philbrick, too, weaves stores about his fake identities. He has got 

at least three identities : the shipowner, the novelist and retired burglar. 

Grimes marries Dr. Fagan's daughter. Dr. Fagan comments on Grimes 

as, "He is not out of the top drawer, and boys notice these things"10 

Grimes can not bear humiliation of Dr. Fagan. He considers marriage 

as a fetters to his free spirits and disappears from Llanabba Castle. 

He disappears with his fake suicide note " Those that live by the Flesh,
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shall perish by the flesh capital."11 Philbrick, too, disappears from 

Castle. He disappears when police comes to arrest him for false 

pretences and impersonation. This is a world of self indulgence. 

According to Grimes : "One does just exactly what one wants to and 

when one wants to".12 But Paul stands opposite to it. He refuses to take 

money from Alastair Digby-Vane Trumpington, the member of the 

Bollinger club, who is responsible for Paul's removal. Paul tries 

to maintain what he had been among these gentlemen. His comments 

show that the matter of honour is more important than money. He says

"for generations the British 
bourgeoisie have spoken 
of themselves as gentlemen, 
and by that they have meant, 
among other things, a self 
respecting scorn of irregular 
perquisites. It is the quality that 
distinguishes the gentleman 
from both the artist and the 
aristocrat. Now I am a 
gentleman. I can't help it: 
it's born in me. just can't 
take that money."13

Paul accepts everything passively that comes to him. It tears 

him sometimes between conflicts. On one hand he refuses to take 

money from Trumpington, on the other hand when he understands that 

Captain Grimes has already written Potts to accept money, Paul feels : 

"a great wave of satisfaction surge up within him."14 Paul has
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no courage to oppose the arbitrary world where chance and 

misfortunes operate mysteriously.

Margot Beste-Chetwynde also represents the modern world. 

She alters Paul's position. She arrives at the school "like the first breath 

of spring in the Champs-Elysees"15 Margot, a woman of vital 

importance and a stylist aristocrat, represents the class consciousness. 

Her world is full of betrayal and instability of human relationship. Paul 

finds himself in the prison because of Margot. The innocent Paul again 

becomes the victim of the meaningless world. According to Richard, 

Johnston :

"The division is between the 
great mass of people and the 
chosen few who are awarded, 
by undescribed means, a kind 
of spiritual superiority. This 
suggestion in Decline and Fall 
of superior category of humanity 
who see themselves and the 
world differently."16

Paul lives with Margot at King's Thursday where he meets 

Captain Grimes and Philbrick, who are engaged by Margot. It is the 

world of selfish and cunning people. Margot sends innocent Paul 

to prison but saves guilty Grimes and Philbrick. Mahanta Dutta

remarks:
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"In Waugh's early novels all 
relation between cause and 
effect disappears, for all 
individuals as well as society 
are freed of all responsibility; 
all ties and bonds between 
persons disappear and the 
law of the jungle prevails.
All are transformed into aimless 
predators and prey. All higher 
motivations disappear; there 
only remain self interest, self 
love and a dreadful boredom."17

Paul happens to meet Mr. Prendergast, Captain Grimes and Philbrick 

in the prison. Grimes and Philbrick are prisoners like Paul but 

Prendergast is serving as a chaplain. Captain Grimes is again planning 

of disappearing from the prison, He says :

"Old boy, I can't stand this much 
longer....I'm a sociable chap.
It's turning me into a giddy 
machine, this life, and there's 
an awful chaplain, who give me 
the pip, who keeps butting 
in in a breezy kind of way and 
asking If I feel I'm 'right with the 
God' Of course I'm not, and I tell 
him so. I can stand most sorts 
of misfortune, Old boy, but 
I can't stand repression."18

Grimes disappears from prison, but Prendergast feels very 

happy in drawing full salary of clergyman. He thinks himself lucky to get 

the job. He is killed by a mad man. A. Clement remarks :
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"Prendergast's death is as pointless as his whole life which was without 

aim or purpose.19 Philbrick again weaves a story about himself as the 

brother of the Governor. Paul has no courage to oppose this world and 

he never disappears and reappears like Captain Grimes and Philbrick 

for survival. He does not spin stories about his own being and he has 

no fake identity. His innocence and passivity make him accept 

imprisonment. Guilty Margot is the novel's 'key-character1. Paul adjusts 

to another change of fortune with usual passivity. He thinks that he has 

done the right thing in protecting the woman and feels tru^/ly happy 

in the prison:

"It was so exhilarating, he found, 
never to have to make any 
decision on any subject, to be 
wholly relieved from the smallest 
consideration of time, meals, 
or clothes, to have no anxiety 
ever about what kind of 
impression he was making; 
in fact, to be free."20

Paul's behaviour in the prison shows his rejection 

of conventional morality and gentlemanly code in which he has been 

educated. It appears to him that there is a difference between his world 

and Margot's world :

"As he studied Margot's 
photograph, dubiously 
transmitted as it was, he was 
strengthened in his belief that 
there was, in fact, and should 
be, one law for her and another 
for himself, and that the raw little
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exertions of nineteenth century 
Radicals were essentially base 
and trivial and misdirected."21

Margot makes a plan to rescue Paul and helps him to escape 

from prison. Paul is brought to Cliff place for the fake operation 

of appendix. Here Dr. Fagan appears as Dr. Augustus Fagan. 

Paul returns to Scone College with his new identity to continue his 

study. He reoccupies the position he had held when the novel began. 

His journey is fruitless. He learns nothing from it as Jacqueline 

McDonnell comments: "Paul, the innocent, escapes all his adventures 

with nothing more than a 'hard bump' and returns to his studies."22

At the end of the novel Paul meets Peter and tells him about the 

Margot's marriage to Lord Metroland. But she has an affair with 

Trumpington. When Peter points out that they are different somehow. 

Paul says : "I know exactly what you mean you are dynamic and 

I am static."23

In Decline and Fall Paul's career is not successful. 

He accidentally comes into the contact of the modern world. Whatever 

he learns has no meaning or value. He does not grow and his values 

are challenged and criticised, yet he return to them. According to R. B. 

Sing : "The novel satirizes Paul's position on one hand while on the 

other it seriously condemns high society."24
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Decline and Fall reputed Waugh as the modern satirist. Waugh 

satirizes the entire English establishment, education, the church, 

the politics, the aristocracy. Members of the Boillinger club are 

responsible for Paul's removal from Oxford. At the beginning of the 

novel, Mr. Sniggs, the Junior Dean, and Mr. Postlethwaites are 

anxiously waiting for fines from the boys. Through comic situations 

Waugh satirizes upper class tendency. It becomes clear when Sniggs 

comments : "On Please God, make them attach on Chapel.”25 

According to Arnold Bennett: Decline and Fall is an uncompromising 

and brilliantly malicious satire."26 But beneath the satire, there 

is a serious moral dimension. Decline and Fall contains true satire

on such varieties of modern society.... True satire implies a latent

philosophy of life, which is not less genuine because it is wittily 

or fantastically expressed."27 Decline and Fall satirizes the follies 

of the modern world. This world has its own laws and rules, and people 

violate the order and serinity of the world. As Shelley Walia comments :

"He buoyantly portrays the 
absurd aspect of a disintegrated 
society where the permanent 
values have died, and the 
apparent decline of the English 
aristocracy has brought about 
a general moral and social 
decay"28

Waugh's symbols in Decline and Fall expresses his satiric 

design. The walls of scone and the Llanabba Castle, are symbols

13934
A
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of the contemporary civilization. The Bollinger club and the school 

sports stand for the disorder in the modern living. Paul lives at King's 

Thursday with Margot. This ancient house has been transformed into 

the modern house. This transformation symbolises decline of English 

culture and History. It also suggest the process of Decline and Fall 

in general. This transformation indicates the character's desire to adopt 

new identity to face the modern world. Captain Grimes has a mastery 

over transformations. He gets repeatedly transformed. According 

to Jerome Meckier:

"The misfortunes King's 
Thursday suffers typify the 
frequent need Waugh's 
character feel to adopt a new 
identity in order to cope with 
periodic decline and vicissitudes 
prevalent in an age of total 
instability"2^

Waugh's symbol of chestnuts trees that shows contrast between 

fruitful cycle of seasons and fruitless cycle of the modern age. 

The passage on chestnuts reveals the contrast:

"English spring, thought Paul.
'In the dreaming ancestral beauty 
of the English country' Surely, 
he thought, these great chestnuts 
in the morning sun stood for 
something enduring and serene 
in a world that hat lost its reason 
and would so stand when the 
chaos and confusion were 
forgotten? And Surely it was
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the spirit of William Morris that 
whispered to him in Margot 
Beste-chet- Wynde's motor car 
about seet time and harvest, the 
superb succession of the 
seasons, the harmonious 
interdependence of rich and 
poor, of dignity, innocence, 
and tradition.3®

These chestnuts trees stand for growth, maturity and ripeness, 

and fulfilment. They preserve the qualities that are absent in the world 

of Margot and others. Paul, who changes his identity, does not have 

these qualities. His new identity stands in contrast to the rebirth of the 

natural order symbolised by the trees. Jerome Meckier remarks : 

"The Chestnuts reveal Paul's bottomless innocence. He, not they 

is ripe for fall"31 Dr. Fagan, Captain Grimes, Prendergast and Philbrick 

do adopt new identities. Their journey is fruitless and without direction, 

professor Silenus, the architect of King's Thursday lectures Paul on life. 

He says:

"It is like the big wheel at Luna
park......with tiers of seats all
around and in the centre the 
floor is made of a great disc 
of polished wood that resolves 
quickly. At first you sit down and 
watch the others. They are all 
trying to sit in the wheel, and 
they keep getting flung off, and 
that makes them laugh and you 
laugh too. It's great fun.... the 
nearer you can get to the hub 
of the wheel slower it is moving 
and the easier it is to stay on....
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of course at the very centre 
there's a point completely at
rest, if one could only find it.......
Then there are others, like 
Margot, who sit as far out as 
they can and hold on for 
dear life and enjoy that.”32

Professor Silenus thinks that the wheel at Luna Park is the 

image of life. Paul's movement in the novel is not only meaningless but 

pointless. The wheel and the life movement of Paul have much 

in common. Captain Grimes who wants to ride life's Luna Park wheel, 

no matter how often it throws him off, always escapes.

Decline and Fall, according to Margin Stannard is "applauded 

as a light comedy of high order."33 The action of the novel has a strong 

element of fantasy. Waugh exposes the modern world with the help 

of his imagination. The world which Paul enters is a comic world, where 

people can do anything for survival. Waugh deals with certain existing 

social tendencies and transform them into fantasy. He creates the 

world of absurdities in life. Shiva M. Pandeya comments : "It is through 

a process of registering and heightening the absurdities that the author 

fantasticates the contemporary scene. The actuality, when properly 

selected, accentuated, and registered, acquires the character 

of a fantasy in Evelyn Waugh.34

Paul is cheated in this comic universe, governed by chance and 

misfortunes. Paul discovers injustice and immorality, but he has
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no power for survival that fits him in this world. It makes him 'static' 

rather than 'dynamic'. Waugh satirizes the modern life and delights 

in both in Paul and immoral world which Paul can not understand. 

Malcolm Bradbury comments : "The book is indeed a comic ritual 

of Innocence, in which an uninitiated simpleton encounters 

the wickedness of the adult world, becomes involved in situations 

of guilt resulting in unearned punishment, and is restored to primary 

Innocence by his counterfeit death."35 Rose Macuely too, comments :

"Decline and Fall is funny 
from first to last. It's bland, 
destructive brilliance lights 
up a world of comic 
happenings through which 
people move with the lunatic 
logic and inconsequence 
imparted to them by their 
creator's ironic vision of 
mankind."36

This comic universe has its own laws and justice. In this 

universe innocents are punished and criminals are rewarded. 

As Shelley Walia observes; "His first novel Decline and Fall though 

it has the characteristic modern form, is close to certain traditional

comic modes.... Like Tom Jones, its farcical-comic guise exposes

a world that has its own laws, and distinctive notions of fortune and

h37Justice.
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Decline and Fall deals with the fate of the innocent man in the 

modern world. It is a parody of Dickens's novels like Pickwick Papers 

and David Copperfield Dickens's shows Mr. Pickwick as a man 

of good nature and he survives in the secular world. Waugh too 

presents Paul as a man of good nature, but Paul has to throw his 

identity to survive. Waugh arrives at more negative conclusion. 

In Dickens's novels virtues are rewarded. In Decline and Fall virtues 

have to suffer. Waugh shows that the modern world has become 

un-Dickensian. Dickensian values have lost their worth in Paul's world. 

Pickwick not only survives but recovers his good spirit. Paul does not 

grow in the novel. He becomes the tool at the hands of others. 

Paul recovers the arbitrary world without meaningful values.

In Decline and Fall Waugh handles various techniques. He was 

influenced in technique by Ronald Firbank. But Waugh was more 

influenced by T. S. Eliot in theme and technique. Waugh makes use 

also of film techniques. He does not use flashback to portray his 

characters as they do not have a sense of the past or of what they 

have thought or done in the past. Paul easily adopts to any situation. 

For he comes through each situation as he has not existed before it. 

Waugh does not use the steam of consciousness technique. His novels 

are not modern experiments in realistic portrayal of his characters. 

One of the important aspects of Waugh's technique is to detach himself 

from his characters to see how they face the modernity. In his book 

Malcolm Bradbury points out:
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"Instead the narrator stands 
at the centre of his comedy, 
omniscient yet evasively 
neutral, surrounded by outrage 
and absurdity; the world around 
is conveyed as an impression, 
a moving collage without 
psychological depth, flickering, 
quickly rendered, given largely 
through dialogues, short scenes, 
rapid transitions of place, and 
a wide range of characters 
whose inner lives rarely 
detain us."38

According to A. Clement : "Decline and Fall is a prose 

Wasteland in which like his great poetic predecessor, Waugh summons 

up the past by allusions to the great masterpiece to expose the 

trivialisation of the modern age."39 In theme and technique Decline and 

Fall resembles The Waste Land. The Waste Land is about the poet's 

despair in the world of modern decline and decadence. Both Waugh 

and Elliot point out the lack of spirituality in the modern man's life. 

The collapse and futility of the modern man is the theme handled 

by Waugh and Elliot. The man in the exile is the dominant ideas 

in Waugh's writing. The characters in Decline and Fall are exiles like 

people in The Waste Land. Like The Waste Land, Decline and Fall 

is a parody of the quest-motif. The quest is regarded as a symbol. 

It expresses man's search for ideal or true religion. In Decline and Fall 

the protagonist does not grow and his quest is futile. Malcolm Bradbury 

comments : "Not only are the events he (Paul) encounters fantastic and 

'unreal', a lurid nightmare', but from them he learns that it is better not
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to learn, better not to try to cope with life, for it is a very strange affair 

indeed.'40 In Decline and Fall Waugh speaks about devaluation 

of ideals of purity and purpose. According to David Lodge :

"The disorderliness, the 
contingency, the collapse 
of value and meaning in 
contemporary life, are 
rendered dramatically through 
conversational nuances and 
ironic juxtaposition of scenes; 
narratively through the 
elimination or parody of cause 
and effect. But the implied 
author mediating this vision 
of comic anarchy remains 
objective-morally, emotionally 
and stylistically."41

The Characters in Decline and Fall are different from the 

characters in traditional novelists. Waugh's characters do not really 

exist. They are so unimportant that their issue of existence is not worth 

resolving. According to A. Clement:

"The characters in Decline 
and Fall are incapable of self 
discovery and self-definition 
precisely because they have 
lost all consciousness of sin, 
living as they do in a century 
of homelessness and exile 
of nervous disorder and 
barbaric cruelty."42
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The novel Decline and Fall does contain autobiographical 

elements. After eight terms Waugh voluntarily left Oxford without 

degree and like Paul he took a job in school for backward boys.

The title Decline and Fall suggest Decline and Fall of values 

and injustice, law and equity. Waugh shows the world full of absurdity 

and meaninglessness. It makes the innocent man to suffer and to cast 

his identity. Paul also experiences that even prisons are not different 

from the world he has run away. The roles are reversed in the prison 

as in the world outside. The title of the novel reminds us of Gibbon's 

Decline and Fall of Roman Empire. Gibbon blames Christianity for the 

decline of Western civilization. Decline and Fall makes Evelyn Waugh 

popular as a satirist. As John Willet comments, "Few living writers, 

indeed, are so good to reread as Mr. Waugh, his dialogue was even 

then masterly, his sense of ridicule astonishingly modern. For all its 

imperfections the book has the germ of life."43
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