Critical Essay

“There is no doubting Wyndham’s ability as a writer, but a modern reader can find his novel tedious.” Discuss this statement.

Only a small minority would disagree that the British author John Wyndham, was a gifted and innovative writer. During his years as an author (1925 to 1969), Wyndham wrote numerous books in a variety of genres. Some of his most celebrated works include The Day of the Triffids, The Crysalids, The Midwich Cuckoos and The Seeds of Time.


Without doubt, his most well known novel is The Day of the Triffids, which was so successful and thought provoking, it was made into two movies. As acknowledged during Wyndham’s lifetime, and stated in the World Book Encyclopedia, the book: 

“was a new arresting kind of science fiction – fantastic yet plausible, brilliantly inventive, and written with skill and seriousness”.


It has been implied that although the writings of John Wyndham were once very popular and acclaimed, over 40 years have passed and present day readers have a far lower appreciation of his literature. It is possible therefore that many modern day readers, especially children, are likely to find his novels laborious.


Since Wyndham was writing, the acceptance of books and accordingly, the general standards of literature, seem to have sadly declined. These unfortunate changes are mainly due to the introduction of visual entertainment, namely computers, television and cinema.


Following the first publication of The Day of the Triffids in 1951, the theme and style of writing have noticeably lost appeal. In this book, Wyndham utilized the theme of global disaster, which, at the time, was a recent and exciting idea. However, since those days, the theme of worldwide disaster has been over-used, and the general topic is not as entertaining as it once was. Although Wyndham’s style of writing was well suited to his times, due to lower standards and changing characteristics of modern literature, nowadays his style is considered to be stilted and old fashioned.

Most critics would agree that The Day of the Triffids was both dragging and depressing, especially when compared with more recently composed works. During the story, the setting takes the readers through seemingly endless scenes of death and suffering while the sighted characters fail several attempts to save helpless groups of blind people. Involved readers will probably find the book to be a somewhat exasperating experience.


While the plot of the book is quite superb, one could simply describe the setting and the characters as sketchy or roughly detailed. Throughout the entire book, there are numerous places where Wyndham could have easily constructed a more powerful description of the environment. A possible deficiency in Wyndham’s writing was that The Day of the Triffids was almost completely void of similes, one of the most effective ways to set a scene. Due to Wyndham’s approach and treatment of the characters, after reading the book, modern readers may be left with little appreciation of the individuals and their personalities.


Particularly when compared with modern speech, even an educated man, is likely to find the dialogue in The Day of the Triffids stilted and unfashionable. Quite unlike the conversation of a normal adult, Wyndham has created and added a great number of quotations to the dialogue:

“And yonder all before us lie deserts of vast eternity.”(P161)


Quotations like these will probably sound unnatural to the average contemporary reader. As suggested above, the dialogue often takes on a stilted and contrived appeal:

“Our likes and dislikes as decisive factors have pretty well disappeared.” (P103)

“Anybody who has had a great treasure has always led a precarious existence,” she said, reflectively.” (P71)

This type of language is likely to confuse an unenlightened reader.


As suggested by reviewers, The Day of the Triffids was written perhaps too seriously for ones liking. Correspondingly, Wyndham appears to have written some of the book as if it were non-fiction. Maybe what was needed to satisfy the reviewers was a greater variety in themes - maybe a little comedy and sex would capture their attention. Towards the end of the book the main characters drive away in an attempted withdrawal from the scene. For this reason, unimaginative readers will often complain that the book was open-ended.


The famed works of John Wyndham, particularly The Day of the Triffids, have evidently lost appeal since they were first released. These books are somewhat out-dated, and the general style is far different from that of modern times. Due to the implied decrease in the standards of literature and corresponding change in writing style, the text and dialogue are unsuited to the present age. Despite Wyndham’s obvious capability as a writer, today’s readers may find his novels pompous and tedious.
