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via Townsend Warner (1893 – 1978) 

About the author  

Sylvia Townsend Warner was a British novelist and poet. Born in a Middlesex, she had to 

move to London while still young and find work in an armament factory because of her 

school house master father’s early demise. She had strong political views with strong 

leftist leanings and wrote anti-fascist articles in Communist publications. Her dislike of 

commercialism can be clearly seen in this short story. 

 

What is the Phoenix? 

The phoenix is a mythical fire-bird in Greek mythology. It is a bird which supposedly lives a 

long life, over 1,400 years according to some texts, and there is only one in existence on earth at 

one time. According to legend, the phoenix immolates (sacrifices itself by burning to death) itself 

in a mass of flames, only to rise to new life from the ashes of its predecessor. It is cyclically 

regenerated or born again. 

The phoenix can symbolize renewal in general as well as the sun, time, nature, resurrection, and 

certain aspects of Christian life. In Warner’s story, though the phoenix is the main character in 

the tale, it plays a passive role till the finale. 

Summary:  

❖ Lord Strawberry is an avid collector of birds and acquires a rare phoenix – he looks after 

all his birds well, and cares about the preservation of nature and animal species.  

❖ When he dies, Poldero buys the phoenix as an attraction at his Wonderworld and only 

cares about the money this unique bird will bring him.  

❖ The Phoenix’s popularity declines with the public and so when Poldero finds out that 

when a Phoenix dies, it is engulfed in flames and reborn, he begins to treat the bird badly, 

even cutting its food supply, so that a spectacle can be made of its death.   

❖ Spectators gather to see this event and therefore, when the phoenix bursts into flames, all 

around him perish – including Poldero.   

 

Language and Techniques:   
Allegory / Myth: The story is based on the Greek myth about a bird which regenerates from the 

ashes of its predecessor. It was adapted by Christianity as an early symbol. It is also associated 

with the sun.  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Symbolism: Significance of the Phoenix –the Phoenix stands for immortality but why is this 

important in the story? And why does he seek revenge?  

In this short story, the phoenix perhaps stands for all that is rare, graceful, and civilized, but it is 

"too quiet, too classical" to be appreciated; the crass, materialistic instincts in man exploit and 

destroy it.  
  
 

Irony: The use of Irony is consistently used throughout – the most obvious being the fact that the 

crowd of people which gathers to see the bird die are killed themselves. Can you find any other 

examples of irony?   

 

Themes:  

The Phoenix by Sylvia Townsend Warner is narrated in the Third person by an unnamed narrator. 

The story is a satire on the human desire to view strange things. It also deals with the themes of 

greed, conflict, cruelty, sensationalism, responsibility and control.  

 

Greed / Exploitation of Nature: Human beings want to gain wealth and commercial success. It is 

clear that Poldero’s main obsession is to make money. When he purchases the phoenix, he sees in 

it a way of making money but things don’t go as planned for Poldero. The phoenix doesn’t do 

much, apart from standing in his cage. This annoys Poldero and he thinks of a cruel way to make 

more money from the phoenix. The more impressive that he can make the death of the phoenix, 

the more profitable it will be for Poldero. At no stage in the story does Poldero consider the 

welfare of the phoenix as he is totally driven by avarice. He also invites a film crew to film the 

phoenix’s self-immolation as he wants as much exposure as he can get; the more the exposure, 

the more the number of people who will visit Poldero’s Wizard Wonderworld, which in turn 

means that Poldero will make more money. At all stages, money is the driving fact for Poldero 

and not the well-being of the animals that he has a responsibility to. 

 

The conflict between man and nature: Warner also explores the conflict that exists between man 

and nature. Man, in general, looks upon exotic animals with awe and a sense of wonder, but 

many, like Poldero, try to make as much money as possible from them. Even lovers of birds like 

Lord Strawberry, do not let them be: the phoenix was initially taken out of its natural 

environment by Lord Strawberry and Poldero has gathered a large variety of exotic creatures and 

put them on display as a way of generating wealth.  

 

Cruelty: Warner brings out the cruelty that exists at Poldero’s Wizard Wonderworld. No animal is 

safe if it is not making the money that Poldero wants it to make for him. It is also seen that 

Poldero is willing to go to great lengths in order to hasten the demise of the phoenix, starving the 

poor captive creature and even using alley cats in an attempt to terrify the phoenix to death. Lord 

Strawberry, on the other hand, took a different stance. Rather than making money on the phoenix 

(or his other birds), he devoted his life to their care. Whereas money drives Poldero, Lord 

Strawberry on the other hand, had a real interest in all the birds in his aviary. Yet, he did cage 

them after removing them from their natural habitat, which is cruel. The general public may also 

be as much to blame as Poldero is; at no stage in the story does anybody object to how the 

phoenix is being treated. 
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Society’s fascination for sensationalism and the grotesque: People queued up for hours and were 

willing to pay large amounts of money to look at the phoenix. Warner thus shows the desire for 

sensationalism that existed at the time the story was written. People were not overly concerned 

about the well-being of an animal once they were excited by what was happening. This is also 

something that is clear when one notices the large crowd that attend the phoenix’s impending 

self-immolation / burning. Sensationalism is all that seems to matter to the general public. The 

more exciting and thrilling an event, the more money the general public was prepared to pay, 

making men like Poldero who exploited animals even richer. Perhaps, he even concocted 

sensational stories to promote an event or animal. When Poldero promotes a crocodile as one that 

has eaten a woman, it does not quite seem likely to be true. What is important is that Poldero is 

to be able to attract the public to see his animals; the more sensational the story, the more they 

flock to his Wonderworld.  

 

Justice: However, since all those who attend the phoenix’s burning are killed, Warner may be 

suggesting that there has to be an end to sensationalism and the constant cruelty to animals, or 

the creatures will retaliate. At the end of the story, there is a sense of justice when the phoenix 

bursts into flames and kills Poldero, the man who had been exploiting him and other helpless 

creatures. Similarly, the thousand people who also perish got what they deserved, as at no stage, 

was anybody concerned about the phoenix’s well-being. People paid money to be amused and 

paid for their amusement with their lives. Warner may be suggesting that sensationalism at the 

cost of Nature has a price - nature will not be beaten by man though man likes to think that he is 

in control. The bird is described as showing “no pique or rancour” – yet there may come a point 

when enough is enough and even Nature, with all its generosity and bountifulness, may hit back, 

rejecting man’s insatiable greed to have more and more. 

. 

 

Questions: 

❖ Compare the themes of humanity and cruelty in ‘The Phoenix’.  

❖ How are the characters of both Lord Strawberry and Poldero presented in the short story 

and what do the characters represent? Remember to use details from the text to support 

your ideas.  

 

  
 


