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Overview
A Taste of Honey, first performed in 1958 and published in 1959, is a groundbreaking play by
Shelagh Delaney that centers on the working-class teenager Jo and her turbulent relationship
with her mother, Helen. Set in a cramped flat in Salford, England, the play unfolds as Helen
abandons Jo to marry a wealthy car salesman, leaving Jo to fend for herself. Jo becomes pregnant
after a brief affair with a Black sailor, Jimmie, who departs with his ship. She is befriended by
Geoffrey, a young gay art student, who moves in to care for her, but their fragile domestic
arrangement is disrupted when Helen returns, resentful of the new dynamic. The play is a raw,
unsentimental portrait of poverty, loneliness, and the search for love and stability.

The story arc follows Jo's journey from a neglected, cynical teenager to a young mother who
must confront the realities of her life. Delaney subverts traditional expectations of family and
romance: the mother-daughter bond is fraught with mutual resentment, the romance with
Jimmie is fleeting and almost accidental, and the most caring relationship Jo experiences is with
Geoffrey, who is himself marginalized. The play ends ambiguously, with Jo left alone again after
Helen drives Geoffrey away, yet she faces her future with a defiant, if weary, resilience. A Taste of
Honey matters because it was one of the first British plays to center a working-class female
protagonist and to depict homosexuality and interracial relationships with sympathy and without
moralizing. Its authentic dialogue and unflinching realism helped shift British theatre toward the
kitchen sink drama movement, influencing a generation of writers and filmmakers.

Key Takeaways
• A Taste of Honey challenges conventional family structures, showing that love and care can
come from unexpected people, like the gay art student Geoffrey, rather than biological
relatives.

• The play highlights the cyclical nature of poverty and neglect, as Jo's experiences mirror her
mother's, suggesting that social conditions trap individuals in repeating patterns.

• Delaney uses the character of Jimmie to explore casual racism and the fleeting nature of
relationships, as his departure is both a personal loss and a symbol of instability.

• The play's open ending emphasizes Jo's resilience and her determination to raise her child
alone, rejecting the idea that a woman needs a man to be complete.

• A Taste of Honey was revolutionary for its time for portraying a gay character
sympathetically and without judgment, making a statement about tolerance and acceptance.
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• The play's setting in a cramped, rundown flat is not just a backdrop but a character in itself,
representing the claustrophobia and lack of opportunity in working-class life.

• Delaney's dialogue is naturalistic and often humorous, capturing the wit and resilience of
working-class speech, which was a departure from the polished language of earlier British
theatre.

• The relationship between Jo and Helen is central, showing that maternal love is not
automatic and can be fraught with jealousy, resentment, and competition.

Chapter Summaries
Act One, Scene One

The play opens in a rundown flat in Salford. Jo, a teenage girl, is sitting on the floor, while her
mother Helen, a brassy and self-absorbed woman, is packing her belongings. Helen announces
she is marrying Peter, a wealthy car salesman, and moving out. Jo is left behind, feeling
abandoned and bitter. The scene establishes the tense, often hostile relationship between
mother and daughter, with Jo accusing Helen of never caring for her. Helen's departure is abrupt
and selfish, leaving Jo alone in the flat with only her schoolbooks and a sense of rejection.

Act One, Scene Two

Jo is now alone in the flat. She meets Jimmie, a Black sailor from the merchant navy, who is
looking for a room. They talk, and Jo is both attracted to and wary of him. Their conversation
reveals Jo's loneliness and her desire for connection. Jimmie is kind but also detached, aware that
he will soon be leaving. They end up spending the night together, and Jo becomes pregnant. The
scene is notable for its frank treatment of a casual sexual encounter and the beginning of an
interracial relationship, which was controversial at the time.

Act Two, Scene One

Months have passed. Jo is visibly pregnant and living alone. She meets Geoffrey, a young gay art
student who is looking for a place to stay. He is kind and gentle, and Jo invites him to move in.
They form a platonic household, with Geoffrey taking on the role of caretaker, cooking and
cleaning for Jo. Their relationship is affectionate but complicated, as Geoffrey is struggling with
his own identity and fears of being discovered. Jo is grateful for his company but also aware that
their arrangement is unconventional and temporary.

Act Two, Scene Two

Jo and Geoffrey are living together, preparing for the baby's arrival. Geoffrey is anxious about the
future and his own feelings for Jo, which are not romantic but deeply caring. Jo is moody and
frustrated, and they argue about small things. Geoffrey reveals his fear that his mother will find
out about his homosexuality, and Jo tries to comfort him. The scene deepens their bond, showing
that they are both outsiders who have found a fragile refuge in each other. The baby is due soon,
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and they are both nervous about what lies ahead.

Act Three, Scene One

Helen returns to the flat, having left Peter. She is drunk and resentful, and she immediately
clashes with Geoffrey, whom she sees as an intruder. Helen is jealous of the closeness between
Jo and Geoffrey and tries to reassert her authority. Geoffrey, feeling unwelcome and out of place,
decides to leave. Jo is devastated but cannot stop him. Helen is left with Jo, who is about to give
birth. The scene is a powerful confrontation between the two women, revealing their
deep-seated animosity and the impossibility of a simple reconciliation.

Act Three, Scene Two

The final scene takes place after Jo has given birth. She is in bed, holding her baby. Helen is there,
but she is more interested in going out than in helping. Jo is exhausted but determined to keep
her baby and raise it herself. She reflects on her life and her mother's failures, but she also shows
a glimmer of hope. The play ends with Jo alone, singing a song to her child, as Helen leaves. The
ending is ambiguous, suggesting that Jo may repeat her mother's mistakes, but also that she has
a strength that Helen never had.

Themes
• Poverty and class

• Mother-daughter conflict

• Loneliness and isolation

• Sexuality and identity

• Unconventional family

• Resilience and survival

Notable Quotes
• "I'm not going to be a mother. I'm going to be a woman." — Jo says this to Geoffrey when he
asks about her plans for the baby, asserting her independence and rejecting the traditional
role of motherhood.

• "You're a real little madam, aren't you?" — Helen says this to Jo in an early scene, capturing
their contentious relationship and Helen's dismissive attitude toward her daughter.

• "I'm not going to let you ruin my life." — Jo says this to Helen when Helen tries to interfere
with her plans, showing Jo's determination to break free from her mother's influence.

• "I'm not a bad girl, I'm just a girl." — Jo says this to Jimmie when he asks about her
reputation, reflecting her desire to be seen as an individual rather than a stereotype.
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• "You're a fool, Jo. You're a fool." — Helen says this to Jo in the final scene, expressing her
frustration and her belief that Jo is making the same mistakes she did.

Frequently Asked Questions
What is A Taste of Honey about?

A Taste of Honey is a play about Jo, a working-class teenage girl in Salford, England, who is
abandoned by her mother, has a brief affair with a Black sailor, becomes pregnant, and is cared
for by a gay art student. It explores themes of poverty, loneliness, and unconventional
relationships, and is a landmark of kitchen sink realism.

Is A Taste of Honey worth reading?

Yes. It is a short, powerful play that offers a raw and honest look at working-class life in 1950s
Britain. Its dialogue is sharp and naturalistic, and it broke new ground in its portrayal of
homosexuality and interracial relationships. It is essential reading for anyone interested in
modern drama or social history.

How does A Taste of Honey end?

Spoiler: Jo gives birth to her baby, and Helen returns after leaving Peter. Geoffrey, who had been
caring for Jo, leaves because Helen makes him unwelcome. Jo is left alone with her newborn, but
she is determined to raise the child herself. The ending is ambiguous, suggesting both hope and
the possibility of repeating her mother's mistakes.

Who should read A Taste of Honey?

Students of theatre, literature, and women's studies will find it invaluable. It is also a great read
for anyone interested in British social history, the kitchen sink drama movement, or stories about
strong, flawed female characters. Its themes of family, identity, and resilience are universal.

How long does it take to read A Taste of Honey?

The play is short, around 80 pages in most editions. At an average reading speed of 250 words
per minute, it would take about 1.5 to 2 hours to read. However, because it is a play, you might
want to read it aloud or imagine the performances, which could take a bit longer.


