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The idea ofincluding a volume devoted to the letters betweenShaw and Sidneyand Beatrice Webb in the
Shaw Correspondence series must have beenself-recommending,so itis notsurprising to discover that
one was commissioned some time ago bythe originaleditorofthe series, the late Percy Smith. No political
friendship was more important to Shaw than that with SidneyWebb. Itis the equivalentinsignificance of his
friendships with William Archeror Granville Barker. And, as the volume that has nowemerged shows, this is a
correspondence thatlasted longerthananyotherinShaw's long life, spanning more thansixtyyears. It
begins witha letter from SidneyWebb three years aftertheymetand ends witha 1946 letteralso from
Sidneyjustoverayearbefore he died and fourbefore Shaw's death.

Shawand Webb first metin 1880. Webb and SydneyOlivier (Laurence Olivier's uncle), togetherwith Graham
Wallas, were, Shaw latersaid, "the Three Musketeers of Fabianism, with myselfas D'Artagnan." The Fabian
Societyemerged fromthe left-wing sectarianismofthe 1880s as astrong political force." The four
musketeers were indispensable to the stature the FabianSocietyestablished inits earlyyears, particularly
with the publication[End Page 242] of Fabian Essaysin 1889. The editor was Shaw and five ofthe eight
essays were writtenbythe four. Shaw also wrote the briefPreface, whichended with the words: "There are
atpresentno authoritative teachers of Socialism. The essayists make no claimto be more than
communicative learners." The Essayswere reprinted in1908 (new Preface by Shaw), 1920 (Introduction by
Webb), 1931 (Preface by Shaw), and ina Jubilee editionin 1948, witha new Postscript by Shaw, entitled
"Sixty Years of Fabianism." Inaddition to the five essays, between 1884 and 1892, more than seve nty-five
percentofthe firstforty-three Fabian Tracts, as theywere called, were the work ofthe musketeers: Webb
wrote twe nty-four, Shaw seven, and Olivier and Wallas one each.

BothWebb and Olivier were civil servants, whichsomewhat inhibited theirability to participate in politics
publicly,and may have encouraged the notionofeducating and influencing whatever political party would
listento theirideas;hence the emphasis on pamphlets and tracts, which the Fabian Society published in
abundance.When he married, SidneyWebb was persuaded by his wife to resign his civil-service position
and devote himselfto writing and politics. Olivierbecame a colonialgovernor—shades of Hector Hushabye
and Misalliance's Summerhays—and thus put himselfata greaterdistance fromthe local political fray. Webb
and Shaw, onthe otherhand, bothentered municipal politics inthe 1890s and were elected indifferent
Londonboroughs, Shaw to the St. Pancras Vestryand Borough Council, until he lost his runforre-electionin
1902, Webb to the London County Council for De ptford until,in 1910, he decided not to re-offer. Wallas was
also brieflyamemberofthe L.C.C.

Beatrice Potter, whomWebb married in 1892, was one ofa family ofbrilliant sisters.lonce tried to ask Kitty
Muggeridge, Beatrice's niece,aboutthe Webbs. Speaking of Sidney, she said emphatically: "He was the
devil, that man—the Devil." But what then, | pursued, attracted Beatrice to him."Oh," she said, "it was power,
sheerpower." Alex Michalos and Deborah Poff! provide a more detailed, careful, and altogether more
persuasive accountofBeatrice's eventualagreement to marryWebb. No doubt, though, she was attracted
by his powerfulintellect. Whenone ofthe Webbs'secretaries retired, he was presented withasetof
Encyclopaedia Britannica; Shaw quipped that...
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