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A Note to the Reader

It is now widely accepted (I would say ‘a truth universally acknowledged’, if it was at all safe in this day and age to approve of the highly problematic Jane Austen) that the modern reader needs to be protected from the harmful attitudes of the past.

When looking at supposedly ‘classic’ movies and TV, ‘great’ literature and ‘innocent’ children’s entertainment, we are assailed from every side by appalling values. In Titus Andronicus, for instance, the title character tricks a woman into eating a pie made from the flesh of her own sons. It is almost as though Shakespeare is deliberately goading us. Has he no respect for those with gluten intolerance or coeliac disease? Does he not care for the feelings of vegetarians or vegans? Is he taking a racist–colonialist potshot at the cannibalistic tribes still dwelling in Papua New Guinea, who have no way of defending themselves (except, of course, by eating their enemies)?

Chaucer has been hailed as the first great writer in English. Yet could anything more emphatically reinforce the inequities of the North–South divide (with its accompanying gap in wealth and opportunities) than writing about a pilgrimage to Canterbury of all places, deep within the bosom of the complacently wealthy south-east? If he had an ounce of respect for the concept of ‘levelling up’, would he not have sent his pilgrims to Skegness, Skelmersdale or Scunthorpe?

Even popular texts for children are not safe from this scourge. After all, can we really allow a character to be called Winnie the Pooh? Are we not endangering the young with lifelong complexes about faeces, possibly encouraging generations obsessed with scatology and even coprophagia? (To me, the answer seems so simple: change the name to Lucy the Wee! Let us not foster the acquisition of dung, but encourage the release of urine!)

Previous generations have shown their own complicity with these systems of oppression by turning a blind eye. This will not stand!

I have taken upon myself the task of expunging the harmful messages and offensive tropes which abound everywhere you look within the world of literature, television and cinema. I offer only humble suggestions, which I have striven to ensure are strictly in line with the most progressive standards of our society. At least, as much as possible: if some of my phraseology has aged badly in the weeks between final manuscript and publication, as seems entirely plausible, I expect to be thoroughly chastised and shunned by many of my contemporaries.

Finally, to those who baulk at my suggestions, be assured I am not trying to cancel culture, only to provide it with a safe and comfortable rail-replacement bus service.

PROF. IVOR VERTUE,
Folkestone Wetherspoons, April 2024




About Prof. Ivor Vertue

Ivor Vertue completed a PhD in the depiction of sticky-back plastic in 1980s children’s television from the University of Bexhill, and is a co-host (with the TikTok wild-knitting sensation Persephone Toynboyle) of the podcast Mullet Over – an unashamedly geeky episode-by-episode re-evaluation of Pat Sharp’s Fun House. A well-known face on the Sidcup poetry slam scene, he also placed third in the all-Kent pole-dance-a-palooza in 2021.
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Romeo and Juliet

by William Shakespeare

Shakespeare’s great romantic tragedy, probably first performed in 1597, follows the story of two teenage ‘star-cross’d lovers’ who meet a tragic end. Their families, the Montagues and the Capulets, are competing factions in a ‘turf war’, a vicious and unstoppable blood feud memorably put to music in the theme tune to The Apprentice. Despite (or perhaps partly because of) overt disapproval and threats from family members and authority figures, Romeo and Juliet fall in love.

The plot can be understood by modern readers as a ‘pre-make’ of Steven Spielberg’s West Side Story – a canny marketing move on Shakespeare’s part. However, the story features (and may be seen to encourage) multiple instances of extremely dangerous themes for modern readers: drug use; accidental overdoses; teenage knife crime; unprotected sex; unsafe and unsupervised balcony usage; and an outdated and sexist depiction of a female nurse as a protective maternal figure, which can be offensive to nurses who may feel judged by not fitting this criterion.

Potential trigger warnings


! Authority defiance disorder

! Peer pressure

! Gang violence

! Lack of adequate sex education/risk of unexpected teenage pregnancy

! Citizens of Verona may well be offended or emotionally damaged by its depiction as a crime-ridden city, when in fact crime rates are currently among the lowest in the region and the city has multiple positive reviews on both Tripadvisor and Google Maps



Problematic quotations

‘A plague o’ both your houses’: triggering for sufferers of long Covid and upsetting for people with no fixed abode.

‘That which we call a rose,/By any other word would smell as sweet’: stigmatises those with no sense of smell and seems to mock those allergic to the scent of roses.

‘Romeo, Romeo, wherefore art thou, Romeo?’: overly ornate language incomprehensible to modern audiences. Suggest Juliet texting her lover: ‘Romeo where tf r u? [image: Illustration]

Suggested revisions

The apothecary is directly responsible for the death of the two main characters. This stigmatises non-traditional and homeopathic medicine, its users and practitioners. Suggest changing the apothecary to a representative of Big Pharma, selling opioids. Also, his lack of adequate safety instructions for the use of his products could stoke fear of mainstream medical practitioners and cause symptoms of diseases to go untreated. The Montagues and Capulets should form a class action lawsuit against him.

Offensively heteronormative choice of character names: suggest androgynous replacements such as Sam and Kim, or Tom/Thom and Gerry/Jerri.

The ending in which both Romeo and Juliet die will be very emotionally damaging for modern readers. Both of them should survive and commit to a long-term relationship, couples’ therapy and a visit to a family planning clinic.
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