
WEEK	1	
Summary	of	“Arms	and	the	man”	by	George	Bernard	Shaw	
The	 play	 begins	 in	 the	 bedroom	 of	 Raina	 Petkoff	 in	 a	 Bulgarian	 town	 in	 1885,	
during	 the	 Serbo-Bulgarian	War.	 As	 the	 play	 opens,	 Catherine	 Petkoff	 and	 her	
daughter,	Raina,	have	 just	heard	 that	 the	Bulgarians	have	 scored	a	 tremendous	
victory	in	a	cavalry	charge	led	by	Raina’s	fiancé,	Major	Sergius	Saranoff,	who	is	in	
the	 same	 regiment	 as	 Raina’s	 father,	Major	 Paul	 Petkoff.	 Raina	 is	 so	 impressed	
with	the	noble	deeds	of	her	fiancé	that	she	fears	that	she	might	never	be	able	to	
live	up	to	his	nobility.	At	 this	very	moment,	 the	maid,	Louka,	 rushes	 in	with	 the	
news	that	the	Serbs	are	being	chased	through	the	streets	and	that	it	is	necessary	
to	 lock	up	the	house	and	all	of	the	windows.	Raina	promises	to	do	so	 later,	and	
Louka	 leaves.	But	as	Raina	 is	reading	 in	bed,	shots	are	heard,	there	 is	a	noise	at	
the	 balcony	 window,	 and	 a	 bedraggled	 enemy	 soldier	 with	 a	 gun	 appears	 and	
threatens	to	kill	her	 if	 she	makes	a	sound.	After	 the	soldier	and	Raina	exchange	
some	 words,	 Louka	 calls	 from	 outside	 the	 door;	 she	 says	 that	 several	 soldiers	
want	to	search	the	house	and	investigate	a	report	that	an	enemy	Serbian	soldier	
was	 seen	 climbing	 her	 balcony.	 When	 Raina	 hears	 the	 news,	 she	 turns	 to	 the	
soldier.	 He	 says	 that	 he	 is	 prepared	 to	 die,	 but	 he	 certainly	 plans	 to	 kill	 a	 few	
Bulgarian	 soldiers	 in	 her	 bedroom	 before	 he	 dies.	 Thus,	 Raina	 impetuously	
decides	to	hide	him.	The	soldiers	 investigate,	find	no	one,	and	leave.	Raina	then	
calls	the	man	out	from	hiding;	she	nervously	and	absentmindedly	sits	on	his	gun,	
but	she	learns	that	it	 is	not	loaded;	the	soldier	carries	no	cartridges.	He	explains	
that	 instead	 of	 carrying	 bullets,	 he	 always	 carries	 chocolates	 into	 battle.	
Furthermore,	 he	 is	 not	 an	 enemy;	 he	 is	 a	 Swiss,	 a	 professional	 soldier	 hired	 by	
Serbia.	 Raina	 gives	 him	 the	 last	 of	 her	 chocolate	 creams,	 which	 he	 devours,	
maintaining	that	she	has	indeed	saved	his	life.	Now	that	the	Bulgarian	soldiers	are	
gone,	Raina	wants	the	“chocolate	cream	soldier”	(as	she	calls	him)	to	climb	back	
down	the	drainpipe,	but	he	refuses	to;	whereas	he	could	climb	up,	he	hasn’t	the	
strength	 to	 climb	 down.	 When	 Raina	 goes	 after	 her	 mother	 to	 help,	 the	
“chocolate	 cream	 soldier”	 crawls	 into	 Raina’s	 bed	 and	 falls	 instantly	 asleep.	 In	
fact,	when	they	re-enter,	he	is	sleeping	so	soundly	that	they	cannot	awaken	him.	
Characters	in	‘Arms	and	the	Man’	



	

Raina	waiting	elegantly	on	her	couch	
Raina	 Petkoff	is	 the	 play’s	 comedic	 heroine.	 She	 has	 a	 tendency	 to	 think	 too	
highly	 of	 herself;	 for	 instance,	 proudly	 pointing	 out	 the	 family’s	 ‘library,’	 which	
consists	of	a	single	shelf	of	battered	books.	Her	world	comes	crashing	down	when	
Bluntshcli	makes	her	see	that	she’s	been	living	a	lie.	
Bluntschli	is	the	play’s	hero	and	a	Swiss	mercenary	who	fought	for	the	Serbs.	He’s	
neither	 disillusioned	with	war	 nor	 does	 he	 romanticize	 it,	 but	 he	 is	 definitely	 a	
realist	 and	 considers	 himself	 a	 ‘professional’	 soldier.	 Bluntschli	 tells	 Raina,	 You	
can	always	tell	an	old	soldier	by	the	inside	of	his	holsters	and	cartridge	boxes.	The	
young	ones	carry	pistols	and	cartridges;	the	old	ones,	grub.	
Sergius	 Saranoff	is	 a	 Bulgarian	 soldier	 engaged	 to	 Raina.	 Everyone	 in	 Bulgaria	
(including	 himself)	 holds	 Sergius	 up	 as	 a	 national	 hero	 for	 his	 ‘brave’	 cavalry	
charge	 that	 sent	 the	 Serbs	 running.	 Bluntschli	 later	 reveals,	 though,	 that	 the	
Serbian	 regiment	 Sergius	 was	 charging	 had	 the	 wrong	 ammo	 –	 otherwise,	 his	
whole	squad	would’ve	died.	
Louka	 and	 Nicola	are	 the	 foils	 to	 Raina	 and	 Sergius.	 A	foil	is	 a	 character	 that	
contrasts	 with	 others	 in	 order	 to	 illustrate	 certain	 characteristics.	 For	 example,	



despite	being	a	servant,	Louka	takes	charge	of	herself	and	doesn’t	rely	on	ideas	of	
chivalry	or	 servitude	 to	dictate	how	 she	 thinks	 she	 should	be	 treated.	 Likewise,	
Nicola	doesn’t	allow	 feelings	of	entitlement	 to	mandate	what	he	 thinks	his	 love	
deserves;	 therefore,	he’s	given	up	 the	 claim	of	engagement	he	had	 to	 Louka	 to	
ensure	her	happiness	and	advancement	in	the	world	over	his	own,	asserting	that	
they	were	only	ever	‘together’	to	keep	Louka	in	a	favorable	light	with	the	family.	
Themes	in	‘Arms	and	the	Man’	
Let’s	take	a	look	at	some	of	the	themes	of	Arms	and	the	Man.	
	


