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Introduction

The Citadel created a sensation when it was first published
in 1937. It was regarded as a scathing attack upon the British
medical profession, and quickly became A. J. Cronin’s most
famous novel. It went through twelve impressions in its first
five months of existence, and was reprinted seventeen times
by 1939. Since that time, the system of medical practice in
Britain has altered considerably, particularly since the intro-
duction of the National Health Service at the end of the
Second World War. And yet The Citadel is still in print.

One reason for its lasting appeal is that the novel was
written from A. J. Cronin’s direct experience. He spent sever-
al years as a medical assistant in mining communities in
South Wales, he worked at the Coal Board, and he struggled to
survive as a doctor in London, making the compromises
required from the successful consultant to the wealthy. In
his autobiography Adventures in Two Worlds (1952), A. J. Cronin
reveals that many incidents in the novel happened to him
while he was practising medicine in the 1920s: the revival of
the baby born apparently dead, the examination interview with
the famous doctor, the operation on the miner trapped under-
ground, were all real events.

Archibald Joseph Cronin was born in 1896 in Scotland. His
Irish father, a Catholic, died when he was seven and he was
brought up by his mother within the Protestant family from
which she had fled in order to marry. A. J. Cronin studied
medicine at Glasgow University, working as an assistant in
a mental hospital to support himself. He served as a surgeon
in the Royal Navy during the First World War before grad-
uating in 1919.

His first job, as a medical assistant in a remote Scottish
village, formed the basis for the BBC television series Dr
Finlay's Casebook, which was popular in the 1950s and 1960s.
Cronin then worked in mining communities in South Wales
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from 1921 to 1924. He became a medical inspector of mines for
two years, before working as a general practitioner in London
from 1926.

Throughout his medical career he had an interest in writ-
ing and in 1930 he was able to put this interest into practice.
A chronic duodenal ulcer forced Cronin to take six months’
complete rest in the country. He took his family to a remote
farm in the Western Highlands of Scotland and wrote his
first novel, Hatter’s Castle (1931), the story of a domestic
tyrant in a small Scottish town. It was an immediate bestseller
and Cronin was able to give up his medical practice to become
a full-time writer, producing many popular novels during the
next thirty years before his death in 1981.

Several of Cronin’s most popular novels were based on his
own experience. For example, The Stars Look Down (1935) is
set in @ mining community in the north of England, and tells
the story of a miner who works his way out of the pits, eventu-
ally becoming a Member of Parliament. A Song of Sixpence
(1964) is the story of a boy whose mother struggles to bring
him up after the death of his father.

In The Citadel, his fifth novel, A. J. Cronin mercilessly ex-
poses the faults of the medical profession: the inadequate
training of doctors, the temptation of greed, the prescribing of
useless medicines and the giving of false medical certificates,
and the inadequate hospital care. All these issues recur
throughout the novel, all vividly dramatised through the
character and career of Andrew Manson, a poor, young,
idealistic doctor, who progresses up the ladder of the pro-
fession and in the process takes on the faults that he has
previously attacked.

The issue of the inadequacy of medical training is drama-
tised by Andrew’s first case, which he cannot diagnose: “Andrew
asked himself if he knew anything at all about the profession
of medicine.” Inadequate hospital care is illustrated in
Drineffy by the fact that there is no hospital at all, while
in Aberalaw, Andrew is frustrated because once his patients

viii
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are admitted to hospital he can no longer treat them: they
are taken over by Dr Llewellyn. In London, “Andrew could
seldom persuade any hospital to admit even the most danger-
ous case . . . ‘If they don’t know a doctor, they refuse to admit
his patients. This is London! This is our hospital system! It’s
rotten!” ”

The theme of the temptation of greed is portrayed in Andrew
Manson’s relationship with Freddie Hamson, who looks upon
patients as a means of making money. In the first half of the
novel, Andrew’s views on this are expressed forcefully: “ ‘If
every doctor stopped thinking about how much money he
can make, the whole system could be better.” ” However, strug-
gling to survive in London, Andrew begins to copy Freddie
Hamson’s attitudes and practices: “How fond of money he now
was!” — his wife Christine thinks — “Money seemed to be the
only thing that mattered to him!”

Useless medicines is another issue upon which Andrew
changes his mind. “ ‘A patient comes to the surgery for a bottle
of medicine, and is given coloured water! It isn’t right!” ” Andrew
tells Christine at the beginning of their relationship. But in
London, he is called upon to visit the wealthy Miss Everett,
who wants her usual treatment for hay-fever. “Andrew want-
ed to tell her that this treatment was useless, but decided that
this would be foolish. He could not risk losing this chance
to make money!”

And yet, in spite of the incompetence of the doctors and
the inadequacy of the system, Cronin does portray doctors
who are admirable. There is Philip Denny, an inspiration to
Andrew in South Wales: “He gave his patients the best possi-
ble attention, and treated them with great kindness. But he
refused to give medicines unless they were necessary.” There is
the American, Stillman, admired by Andrew as a great man
(though not a doctor) for his research into new methods of
treating tuberculosis. And of course there is Andrew Manson
himself, who struggles in the face of great poverty to give his
patients in South Wales the best treatment he can, and who

X
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studies and researches to increase medical knowledge. Even
in London, he still retains his skill in diagnosis and his desire
for a better system.

At the beginning of the novel, as Andrew arrives in Drineffy
for his first job as a doctor, “He felt an extra call to effort,
a sudden hope and promise for the future”. This enthusiasm
and intensity is Andrew’s most obvious characteristic. In
Drineffy, his optimism is immediately confronted with the
reality of the old man in dirty clothes sent to meet him at the
station. Arriving in Aberalaw after his marriage to Christine,
again Andrew begins with high hopes: “ ‘I am looking forward
to starting work! There ought to be good opportunities here
— big opportunities!” ” But as soon as he puts his idealism
into practice, by refusing to issue false medical certificates,
Andrew loses most of his patients.

The struggle between idealism and realism, between idealism
and materialism, is a struggle which goes on within Andrew’s
character throughout the novel. In the first half of the
novel, Andrew’s idealism is supported by his friend Philip
Denny and by his wife Christine, and he achieves the satis-
faction of gaining his further degree and carrying out
worthwhile research. However, his desire for more material
success is fuelled by his friendship with Freddie Hamson,
whom he judges to be “ ‘really a very nice man’ ”

Once in London, though Andrew remains fond of Denny
and Christine, the main influences on his life become the
materialistic Freddie, the incompetent surgeon Ivory, and the
wealthy, worldly Frances Lawrence. Andrew’s enthusiasm is
diverted into money-making and his integrity is gradually
eroded.

The strong emotionalism which is another of Andrew’s
characteristics frequently erupts in anger, which, as an
expression of his integrity, becomes an instrument of change
in his career. It is in anger that he gives Miss Page in Drineffy
a month’s notice when she falsely accuses him of taking
money belonging to Dr Page. His anger over the inquiry into

“ <
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his experiments on animals at Aberalaw leads him to leave
his job there. His job with the Coal and Mines Board also ends
in anger.

Once Andrew becomes successful, his anger is less apparent,
but in the great crisis which restores him to his former self,
“A wave of anger swept over Andrew . . . Andrew was tremb-
ling with anger . . . almost blind with anger”. As he restores
his life to a more honest basis, his anger changes, until,
meeting Hamson again, “He felt no anger against Hamson,
only a bitter hatred of himself”. As a result of this crisis,
Andrew turns his career in a new direction, one more con-
sistent with his early career and ambitions, by going into
partnership with Denny and Hope.

Through the character and career of Andrew Manson,
Cronin expresses his views on the medical profession with
dramatic force. Cronin uses contrast of characters and events
as an effective technique to engage the reader’s interest.
At the top of the medical profession, Cronin contrasts the
cold and impatient Dr Gadsby with the friendly and sympathe-
tic Dr Abbey. The two women, Christine and Frances, are
contrasted: Christine helps Andrew in his work and constantly
reminds him of his original ideals, while Frances Lawrence
suggests that he should buy a car to develop his high-class
practice and rent a new consulting room to attract wealthy
patients. Andrew’s friends, too, are contrasted: the ded-
icated Denny and Hope are opposed in their way of life and
ideals to the charming and corrupt Hamson and Ivory.

The use of contrast heightens the dramatic tension of the
main events of the novel: Andrew’s examination in London
is followed by his operation on the miner trapped under-
ground; the waste of time at the Coal and Mines Board is
followed by the struggle to make a success of the neglected
practice in Paddington; the optimism and excitement of the
plan for collaboration with Denny and Hope is followed by
the shock of Christine’s death. The turning point of Andrew’s
life — the incompetent operation on Harry Vidler — is
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contrasted dramatically with the calm, skilful operation by
Stillman on Mary Boland.

“ ‘Our whole system is rotten!” ” Andrew cries, in his impas-
sioned speech to the General Medical Council. It is a cry which
echoes through the whole novel, and yet hope for the future
is apparent in Cronin’s belief in the importance of the in-
dividual in the progress of the medical profession, illustrated
by the collaboration between the three friends.

A. J. Cronin’s own life illustrated the central theme of
The Citadel, and of other novels by Cronin: the struggle of
the individual against the system. The Citadel remains an
inspiring and compelling novel, not only because of the richness
of its dramatic incidents but also because it is written from the
depths of Cronin’s deeply-felt personal experience.
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