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1. Introduction  

1.1 Folio 1, No. 78 

While the first folio edition of Shakespeare’s plays is generally considered one of the most 

important works ever published, its historical relevance does not necessarily imply that 

every single individual copy is fundamentally interesting in itself. Some, however, deserve 

specific attention. Copy seventy-eight; held by the Folger Shakespeare Library, belongs to 

the group of folios that stand out for having a certain added value of their own. Its 

particular interest lies not in its production -in the oddities of its print - but rather in its 

reception, that is, in the traces of the hands the book fell into after it was produced. It 

appears that at least at one point during the book’s lifetime, these hands might have been 

rather small (Folger). The first few pages of the folio are illustrated with simple sketches: 

various stickmen, one standing in front of a castle-like house, two others surrounding 

what looks like a table (see fig 1.). The style of the images, as well as the mere fact that 

they are drawn onto the pages of a rather valuable book suggests that they were done by a 

child.  

 

Unfortunately, copy seventy-eight does not divulge its secrets. It would be fantastic 

if we could consider the images a reflection of a child’s interpretation of the contents 

within the book, but the reality is that we cannot, and that they may just as well be the 

work of child that entered his or her father’s study, found paper, pen, and ink; and began  
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Figure 1. Page from copy seventy-eight of the first folio. Reproduced from the Folger Shakespeare Library, 

Call Number STC 22273 Fo.1 no.78. 



 3

to draw. As Susanne Greenhalgh also noted (Chedgzoy, Greenhalgh and Shaughnessy 

117), the pages testify to a moment of contact between a child and a book containing 

Shakespeare’s plays, but fail to indicate whether or not that contact was accidental. Was 

the meeting between the child and the folio simply the result of the former needing some 

paper to draw on and finding it in the latter, or was there an intellectual connection, and 

if so, of what kind? In short, the meeting might have been disappointingly physical. The 

only reasonable deduction is that, apparently, somewhere in the early eighteenth century 

(Folger), a child took a pen to an old book that happened to contain Shakespeare’s work.  

 

Yet, the copy’s intrigue compensates for its lack of informative value. The traces of 

a child’s handling of a book that, certainly in our own era, is generally only owned, held, 

and studied by adults are fascinating even if they frustratingly fail to reveal their secrets. 

Not knowing often creates a desire to know, and therein lies the reason I could hardly 

resist to begin a dissertation about early Shakespeare for children by discussing copy 

seventy-eight: precisely by not revealing much, its doodles, however banal their true 

origins may be, have already raised some pertinent questions.  

 

Moreover, the bescribbled folio evokes responses representative of adult 

perceptions of the interactions between Shakespeare and children. A first reaction, I 

should think, would be what a pity it is that such a valuable piece has been damaged. The 

crude pen drawings next to the neat rows of printed letters read like an intrusion of the 

child onto the page and into a world where it does not yet belong. Less cynical would be a 
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sense of irony at the fact that the young artist probably had little idea what he or she was 

drawing on, and at the contrast between the simple pictures on the front pages and the 

complex concepts, escaping a child’s understanding, within the book. The unrealistic 

proportions literalise the child’s alternative worldview and its failure to comprehend the 

adult world. While the folio’s author is applauded for his realism, the child perceives and 

expresses in ways that, at least to adults, seem inadequate. A drawing on the top right 

corner of one of the pages is placed within a square, visually hedging it off from the rest of 

the page; similarly, the illustrations’ marginal position in the front matter, segregated from 

the actual text, emphasises their comic or tragicomic opposition to the book’s content.  

 

The drawings’ opposition to their material and textual context thus unintentionally 

symbolises the perceived divide between children and Shakespeare’s work: if not 

Shakespeare in general, then at the very least editions such as the folio are considered a 

matter of adults, and preferably serious and academic adults at that. For children, 

Shakespeare is often considered too complex, too difficult, too heavy. Nonetheless, there is 

a wealth of Shakespearean material designed exactly for them, including board games, 

plushies, even a “to pee or not to pee” baby romper, and a vast array of Shakespeare-

related books, ranging from modern “translations,”, over comic books such as Marcia 

William’s entertaining series, to spin-offs for teenagers, such as Lisa Fiedler’s Dating 

Hamlet. Modern consumerism has thoroughly embraced Shakespeare, and the young are 

far from excluded as possible targets.  
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What is more, despite the fact that his work is not always entirely child-friendly, 

Shakespeare has been part of children’s education and amusement for at least two 

centuries. The current practice of offering his texts to children is thus but one stage in a 

long development affected by different historical variables. In this dissertation, I will 

outline the origins of this rather paradoxical endeavour, and examine how the apparent 

paradox was negotiated in eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century Britain.  

 

1.2 Research Questions 

Versions of Shakespeare for children are frequently ignored in books on the history of 

children’s literature and, to a slightly lesser extent, those on historical Shakespeare 

adaptations. Nevertheless, though its dimensions have greatly increased over the last 

decades, the genre is not entirely modern. A rather well-known older example is Edith 

Nesbitt’s Beautiful Stories from Shakespeare, first published as The Children’s Shakespeare 

in 1897. Nesbitt’s approach –transforming the plays into prose stories- was famously 

preceded by Charles and Mary Lamb’s Tales from Shakespeare, dating as far back as 1807. 

In the same year, another sister and brother pair, Thomas and Henrietta Bowdler, 

published the first edition of The Family Shakspeare, an expurgated version of the play 

texts. While The Family Shakspeare censored not just for children’s but also for adult 

females’ sakes, the first edition’s preface explicitly flaunts the book’s suitability for “the 

young reader” (vii).  
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Few critical work on children’s Shakespeares, in itself a relatively small field of 

research, has shown a profound interest in these early versions. The first part of 

Chedgzoy, Greenhalgh and Shaughnessy’s Shakespeare and Childhood focuses on children 

in Shakespeare, its second part on late-Victorian and contemporary children’s 

Shakespeares. Erica Hateley’s Shakespeare in Children’s Literature has applied a gender 

framework to the genre, but again the focus is Victorian and contemporary. Though 

Hateley herself acknowledges “a lack of diachronic reading” (51) within the field, her own 

historical overview limits its discussion of pre-Victorian children’s Shakespeare to the two 

1807 texts introduced above, stating “it is surprising that only two examples of 

Shakespeare for children in English emerged in the early nineteenth century” (26).  

 

This would be quite surprising indeed, but other scholars, such as Georgianna 

Ziegler and Charles Frey have shown that there quite an amount of material was 

published before these versions. Still, even research focusing particularly on historical 

children’s Shakespeare often gives pre-eminence to the Bowdlers’ and especially the 

Lambs’ work as the most central outcomes or even the starting points of the phenomenon 

(Ziegler 133). So Skinner states: 

 
 
 
 
                                                 
1. I used the Kindle edition of this book. Page numbers in Kindle are not stable, depending on letter size and 

“words per line” settings, but the technology does offer the page numbers of the original print version. The 

parenthetical references thus refer to the print edition, but are only approximate for the Kindle edition.  
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Though writers of children’s literature and Shakespeare adaptations had generated a 

variety of editing philosophies prior to the nineteenth century, there were no 

English Shakespeare editions designed specifically for children or families. Tales 

from Shakespeare and The Family Shakespeare changed this by combing [sic] several 

elements from both genres into a new literary entity: children’s Shakespeare (70). 

 

Hateley’s historical chapter even asserts that “Tales from Shakespeare originates 

Shakespeare for children in English” (27). Even if other authors may well be aware of the 

existence of alternative early versions, few of these have been closely examined. Ziegler 

and Frey’s aim, for one, was to record existing children’s versions rather than to analyse 

any text in particular. Still, their articles provide highly useful surveys to these early 

examples. An analysis of these productions may well be vital to a nuanced understanding 

of a tradition in which Lamb and Bowdler may justifiably be considered milestones, but of 

which they were not the first and certainly not the only products. In this dissertation, I 

intend to explore some of these “marginal” children’s Shakespeares - the items alongside 

which the Lambs’ and the Bowdlers’ functioned.  

 

In order to delineate the main research questions, I return briefly to modern 

Shakespeare adaptations for children. Despite its diversity, all of these adaptations 

demonstrate two central principles. One is precisely that children’s Shakespeares are, 

consciously and often quite openly, adaptations: the “originals” – insofar as they exist- are 

almost always purposely transformed. The reasons why have been implied: particularly 
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for and amongst the young, Shakespeare has a reputation of being too difficult and, 

consequentially, too boring. In 1893 The School Review already complained that the 

turn-of –the-century student “will heave a sigh of relief when he reaches the closing 

‘Exeunt,’ and thank his stars at having finished the most tiresome of authors” (Maxcy 108), 

a situation far from extinct in modern classrooms. Online demands for summaries still 

testify to the problems children encounter when reading Shakespeare, problems that, 

admittedly, are often not entirely obliterated at later ages, but become particularly 

relevant in a school context, when grades come into play. 

 

Taking into account the availability of modern children’s texts that do not need to 

be transformed into something at times hardly resembling the original, one wonders why 

we keep bothering. The efforts made to bypass the problems created by trying to feed 

Shakespeare to a young audience obviously mean that the attempt is considered 

worthwhile. Canonicity and national identity are crucial factors: Shakespeare’s texts 

belong to the highlights of English civilisation; a knowledge of his work is essential to 

establishing the imagined community of England or, in a broader sense, the West2. The 

 
 
 
 
                                                 
2..For the teaching of Shakespeare outside the Anglo-Saxon and perhaps even the western world, the 

influence of cultural studies on teaching may be mentioned. The discipline has suggested to education the 

idea that, as culture is firmly rooted in language, learning a language should also involve attaining some 

knowledge of the culture in which that language is spoken.  
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fact that Shakespeare is hardly driven out of the classroom even though schools are 

increasingly ordered to focus on contents of direct pragmatic use can be explained by 

lingering traditionalism, utopian beliefs in the power of art and literature, or the related 

idea that Shakespeare’s work propagates universal values. And of course, commercial 

interests may be a factor: Shakespeare sells. 

 

These observations are just as crucial to less recent versions of Shakespeare for 

children. Therefore, on one hand, I will identify the cultural-historical and ideological 

contexts that stimulated the emergence of a children’s Shakespeare and clarify why such 

efforts were made even though, by the end of the eighteenth century, many books written 

specifically for children were already available. The bulk of the dissertation will be 

devoted to illustrating, through four case studies, how this contextual groundwork 

informed individual attempts to re-shape Shakespeare into children’s literature, as well as 

the tactics employed to this end. The research questions thus encompass both the “why?” 

and the “how?” of eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century children’s Shakespeares. 
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2. Methodological Notions and Scope 

 
Research on Shakespeare versions for children has been informed by both adaptation 

studies and the study of children’s literature. While this thesis will have a general 

historical-cultural basis, it also takes into account some notions more specifically related 

to these smaller fields of study. In what follows, I will briefly outline these underlying 

methodological principles and terminological concepts as well as define the scope of this 

dissertation.  

 

Even though Hateley’s study is concerned with contemporary uses of Shakespeare 

in children’s literature; some of its methodological suggestions have been helpful to this 

dissertation. Here I particularly want to consider Hateley’s distinction between adaptation 

and appropriation. The Oxford Literary Dictionary describes “adaptation” as the mere 

transportation of a cultural item from one medium to another. More extensive 

transformations are described as “free adaptations,” “versions,” or “interpretations” 

(Baldick). “Appropriation” often has more specific connotations. Etymologically, it 

suggests that the adapted item is made the cultural property of the adaptor, and thus, 

supposedly, of his audience. For example, Dating Hamlet appropriates Shakespeare’s 

Ophelia by transporting her to a contemporary teenage setting. In a more precise sense, 

“appropriation” refers to an adaptation which inscribes the original within, and thus uses 

it to support, a certain ideology.  
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In Hateley’s definition, appropriation is “an intertextual usage that establishes a 

dialogue of interpretation to some critical end” (15). While adaptations simply pour 

Shakespearean plots into prose, appropriations “offer the implied reader not only an 

understanding of a playtext, but also a model for reading that playtext,” that is, they 

transmit plot, but also “how and/or why to read the play” (ibid.). Hateley’s concrete 

application of the opposition is rather intricate. So, after illustrating how the Lamb’s 

Macbeth represents Lady Macbeth in a way that reinforces paternalistic ideologies (30- 

31), she calls this version first “a model of adaptation,” but later on the same page refers to 

it as “[t]his appropriation of Macbeth” (32). However, what is often central to Hateley’s 

definition of Shakespeares for children as appropriations as opposed to adaptations is the 

transmission of a sense of the huge cultural capital constituted by Shakespeare’s texts (5). 

 

A similar distinction, and the one I shall use, is presented by Stephens and 

McCallum. Their Retelling Stories, Framing Culture is founded on the affirmation that 

children’s adaptations of existing literary material function not only to entertain, but also 

to transmit socio-cultural heritage (3). The main concept underlying Retelling is that of 

the metanarrative, the “global or totalising cultural narrative schema which orders and 

explains knowledge and experience” (5). Possible examples of such metanarratives could 

be, for instance, the power of love over hate, the need to protect children, or, indeed the 

cultural idea of Shakespeare as a valuable body of texts. These metanarratives are 

themselves subjected to a more abstract metametanarrative or meta-ethic, which more or 
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less states that a story is valuable if it “offers a patterned and shapely narrative structure, 

expresses significant and universal human experiences, interlinks ‘truth’ and cultural 

heritage, and rests moral judgments within an ethical dimension” (5). Within general 

retellings, Stephens and McCallum distinguish the particular form of the reversion: “a 

narrative which has taken apart its pre-texts and reassembled them as a version which is a 

new textual and ideological configuration” (4). Reversion occurs when a pre-text, –a term 

more accurate than “the original” where such an unstable body of texts as Shakespeare’s 

works is concerned– needs to be strongly readjusted before it can be used for instilling the 

desired social values (5). Reversions differ from simple adaptations because they transform 

the pre-texts in such a way that inscribes them within the desired metanarratives, so that 

the newly recreated stories can in turn instil the values central within these 

metanarratives.  

 

In the interest of accuracy, some attention should also be paid to a rather 

troublesome issue which I have conveniently avoided until now: what exactly is meant by 

“children’s Shakespeare” or “Shakespeare for children”? The most immediate answer 

would be something like “Shakespeare turned into children’s literature,” or, “children’s 

literature based on Shakespeare.” Yet, “children’s literature” itself is not easily defined. 

The term is not necessarily synonymous with “literature read by children” –the latter both 

possibly excluding some of what we perceive as children’s texts as well as including 

certain “adult’s” texts. Furthermore, ideas on what exactly “children” are vary, yet they 

matter tremendously. Children’s literature occupies a peculiar position in the literary 
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market: it is often purchased for, not by, its target audience. Consequently, it is greatly 

influenced by parents’ and educators’ beliefs about what children need or want to read, or, 

more pointedly, by what publishers think children’s guardians believe about their charges’ 

preferences and needs (Nodelman 4-5). As the concept of children’s literature depends on 

a changeable concept of children, it is itself variable (Hunt 28).  

 

“Literature,” too, is a controversial term. It implies written texts, but for non-

literate audiences -like young children-, oral or semi-oral “literary” practice, however 

inaccessible to modern-day research, is often very significant. It was not unusual for 

eighteenth-century children to attend plays, including those by Shakespeare (Grenby, 

Child Reader 118), and Elizabethan child actors simultaneously produced and consumed 

his plays. Adults may well have read to their children from regular editions, perhaps 

adapting or censoring along the way. These oral or improvised encounters are, however, 

practically impossible to unveil. Moreover, some critics do not consider as literature any 

text not primarily intended to entertain. Such a definition also excludes many children’s 

works from children’s literature (Nodelman 152-153). In this dissertation, I have drawn 

my own lines across the continuum between didactic and entertaining texts: I have 

rejected cases where lines from Shakespeare are used only to illustrate some grammar or 

punctuation rule, but have included items where meaning as well as form is a motivator.  

 

Apart from these terminological problems, there is another complication to the 

study of historical children’s literature. As children belong to the more “silent” agents in 
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history, it is often impossible, as the discussion of copy seventy-eight has illustrated, to 

examine their responses to written texts. No modern adult would expect James Janeway’s 

1672 Token for Children, filled with reports of children’s deaths, to be entertaining 

children’s literature, yet autobiographies show that at least some children found it just so 

(Grenby, Children’s Literature 4-5). Therefore, limiting the concept of children’s 

literature to texts offering pleasure, as for example Harvey Darton has done (1), is 

problematic as such a concept makes barely ascertainable assumptions about what 

constitutes a child’s “pleasure”. Peter Hunt has suggested a “childist criticism,” a form of 

children’s literature criticism in which the adult critic attempts to reads as a child (cited in 

Nodelman 84). I agree with critics like Nodelman that the possibility of such a reading is 

an illusion: adults cannot simply “forget” their adulthood (84-85)3. In the study of 

historical children’s literature, a childist reading is doubly impossible: I am not only an 

adult, but a twenty-first century one, so the chances that my reading would coincide with 

that of the original child readers of these texts are virtually nonexistent.  

 

 
 
 
 
                                                 
3. Nodelman does allow for one way in which a childist reading may be accurate -“as a self-fulfilling 

prophecy”: “People can only know how children as a group will read by imagining that groups of children 

do share reading practices – and if they do share such practices, surely it can only be because adults have 

taught them to do so or are in the process of teaching them to do so simply by operating on the assumption 

that they do so already.” (155) 



 15

These matters complicate a neat definition, as well as the study of Shakespeare 

versions for children. It is useful, then, to briefly outline the limits of this dissertation and 

the scope of its topic. For reasons explained above, the focus will be on production rather 

than reception. Accordingly, children’s supposed co-opting of general Shakespeare 

versions will be left aside. This dissertation departs from a working concept of children’s 

Shakespeare as “written texts, incorporating Shakespeare’s work in any way and varying 

in instructional and/or entertaining value, that make their being directed at what a certain 

era understands as “children” more or less clear,” to which I will regularly refer more 

succinctly as “child-directed” or “child-oriented” Shakespeare. A significant part of this 

thesis will be devoted to case studies. To ensure that the sources are not too divergent4 and 

to enable a comparison of objects that are at least somewhat comparable, I have limited 

the corpus to adaptations of just one play. Because it is one of the few plays that is 

accessible in a number of children’s version, but more importantly because it contains 

issues potentially problematic to children, I opted for re-workings of The Merchant of 

Venice.  

 

 
 
 
 
                                                 
4. It is important to indicate though, that, as various general or adult versions existed, the fact that the 

selected case studies are based on a single play does not necessarily mean that they draw from a 

homogeneous source.  
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The set-up of this dissertation proceeds from the general to the specific. First, I will 

show how the development of a more child-oriented Shakespeare can be connected to the 

eighteenth-century growth of the markets for both Shakespeare and children’s literature. 

In a brief middle section, I examine eighteenth-century views on children’s literature and 

compare them to the contents of the pre-text, Shakespeare’s Merchant of Venice, thus 

offering an overview of issues likely to undergo transformation. Arriving at the most 

concrete level of this dissertation, the following chapters will be devoted to a more in-

depth analysis of a corpus of British examples dating mainly from the 1780s to the 1820s. 

The thesis will end with some careful conclusions.  
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3. Contextualising Child-directed Shakespeare 

 

Even in our era of widespread and carefully fine-tuned adaptations of Shakespeare, 

parents’, teachers’, and children’s reactions still hinder a reading of the modern relation 

between the child and Shakespeare as altogether unproblematic. In periods lacking the 

substantial archive of material we can rely on now, the idea of offering Shakespeare to 

children seems even less self-evident. This chapter will describe when and under what 

circumstances this apparently somewhat paradoxical endeavour began its long 

development.  

 

3.1 Eighteenth-century Origins 

As shown by the quotations from Skinner and Hateley (cf. supra), the dominance of the 

Lamb and Bowdler versions within early children’s Shakespeares may furnish the idea 

that the genre was inaugurated only in the nineteenth century. Such a position obviously 

becomes untenable in the light of Ziegler’s evidence of versions dating from the 

eighteenth century. Even earlier material may, of course, have been lost. Moreover, it is 

only possible to confidently place the origin of a children’s Shakespeare in the eighteenth 

century if the concept is limited to the definition proposed in the introduction: 

Shakespeare’s texts may well have become part of educational and childrearing practices 

before a printed, child-directed Shakespeare appeared. For these printed versions, which 
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after all form the topic of this thesis, the case for the eighteenth century remains, not only 

because of the quantitative increase in extant material, but also because this connects to 

broad eighteenth-century developments. Since child-directed Shakespeare exists in the 

overlap between Shakespeare editing and children’s literature, the circumstances 

governing its development coincide with those steering these fields –on the one hand, 

matters related to the status of Shakespeare’s work; on the other, education and the 

controversial issue of attitudes towards children. The overriding sine qua non is of course 

the continuing expanse of print culture, which was instrumental in the dissemination of 

views on children that affected the establishment of a separate children’s literature, and 

fostered the latter as well as the Shakespeare industry. The following sections will discuss 

these enabling and supporting factors and show how their intersection created the 

breeding grounds for early child-directed Shakespeares.  

 

3.2 The Rise of Shakespeare  

In order to have as complete as possible a view of these early adaptations it is important to 

examine them in the broader context of Shakespeare-related cultural items and attitudes, 

which influenced both their emergence and the parameters according to which they were 

produced. This section will examine the position of Shakespeare’s work in the eighteenth-

century, a period in which its availability and status underwent significant changes.  
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After the re-opening of theatres in 1660, Shakespeare was quickly reinstated on the 

stage. After some initial fluctuations in his success, by the middle of the eighteenth 

century his plays constituted just under a quarter of performances in London theatres 

(Scouten 192). Additionally, Shakespeare’s name was increasingly included on playbills. 

As Dryden stated in 1698, the printing of an author’s name was, “a new manner of 

proceeding” (qtd. in Hume 43-44); but by the 1720s and 1730s this new habit had affected 

Shakespeare more than it had any other author, and the season of 1740-41 showed a huge 

leap in the inclusion of Shakespeare’s name – as opposed to other playwrights’ (ibid. 55-

56)–, suggesting that advertising his authorship, aside from the play’s title or cast, had 

become an important method of drawing audiences (ibid. 43).  

 

At least as significant a development was the spilling over of Shakespeare’s 

popularity into other media. An emerging cult of fame for actors and actresses, cheaper 

printing methods, and perhaps also the increased focus on visual aspects in post-

Restoration theatre led to the production of illustrations of actors, often in particular roles 

or scenes – including Shakespearean ones. Later in the century, the galleries of Boydell 

and Macklin (Altick 51-52) further fostered the dissemination of Shakespearean subjects 

and scenes in visual form. Shakespeare’s own likeness was reproduced on vases, cups, and 

as busts and porcelain figures. His characters, scenes, plots, and indeed the very idea of 

Shakespeare as an author thus crossed the boundaries of the stage.  

 



 20

Printed text was obviously one of the main non-dramatic media. Put very briefly 

and very generally, the eighteenth century reaped the fruits of the previous centuries and 

saw the development of processes through which reading and printing were democratised. 

Though historical literacy rates are hard to determine, Buring and Van Zanden, using a 

complex of multiple factors, indicate that British literacy had increased tremendously 

during the seventeenth century (434-35). Paired with the establishment of the middle 

classes, this rise had enlarged the group of possible print consumers. Eighteenth-century 

print culture was aided further by the industrial revolution, which increased the scale of 

production and made printing more affordable, causing the availability of books and 

magazines to increase while prices decreased. Unsurprisingly, Shakespeare benefited from 

this flourishing print industry. The eighteenth century became the period during which 

the Shakespearean corpus was truly consolidated into print. Perhaps stimulated by 

lingering Puritan persuasions concerning the theatre, the continuing expansion of print 

added new and more diverse editions of Shakespeare’s texts to the folios and quartos of the 

seventeenth century. A critical and editorial approach to Shakespeare emerged: magazines 

published essays on his life and work, scholars compared sources, added emendations and 

explanations, and included prefaces, analyses, and biographical sections in their new 

versions rather than merely printing and selling. Amongst the first products of this 

nascent editorial industry were the editions by Rowe and Pope, both published by Jacob 

Tonson in respectively 1709 and 1725.  
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While the first editions of Shakespeare were mainly expensive (Hume 50-51) and 

scholarly affairs, cheaper and more accessible editions soon followed. From 1735 onwards, 

as the result of a publishing battle between Tonson and Robert Walker, all plays were 

available in single, attractively priced quarto issues (Hume 54). In the 1770s and 1780s, 

John Bell, called the “Puck of booksellers” (Charles Knight, qtd. in Gollapudi 62) because 

of his boldly entrepreneurial spirit, began publishing affordable versions of Shakespeare’s 

texts, made more attractive through the inclusion of cheap prints. By publishing different 

editions –an acting and a literary one–, as well as various formats including individual 

plays, serialised parts, and volumes containing several plays (Gollapudi 63), Bell 

successfully exploited the commercial potential of printed Shakespeare. With editions 

such as these, the limits as to who had access to Shakespeare, including printed 

Shakespeare, began to fade. Publishers like Bell sowed the seeds of our contemporary 

situation in which there is a Shakespeare edition for nearly everyone. As Elliott states,  

 

At century’s end it was increasingly possible to order up one’s Milton, Pope, 

Shakespeare, or fugitive poets as one did one’s breakfast eggs: scrambled or poached, 

with a side of toast or alone, served on delicately designed Wedgwood or spooned 

out on a plain wooden slab (355-56). 

 

The versions for children that will be the focus of the following chapters of this thesis 

should clearly be considered as products of this more inclusive and more heterogeneous 

Shakespearean market.  
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As Eliot implies, the general evolutions that created this market also affected other 

authors. That there is a strong tradition of Shakespeare, but not of Milton or Pope for 

children can be explained by intra-textual matters. Shakespeare’s plays include magic and 

fantasy elements, which adults consider attractive to a young audience and are less 

obviously present in the oeuvre of Pope and Milton. However, as will be shown, in the 

eighteenth-century context this could just as well work against their adaptation as 

children’s literature. The dramatic core of Shakespeare’s work may be a better 

explanation: in many plays, the plot-driven structure ensures that the texts remain 

entertaining even if read on a very basic level. Moreover, visiting the theatre itself was a 

much less exclusive pastime, with a much lower educational threshold, than the reading 

of poetry. Children may have been deemed more likely to read an adaptation after having 

seen the play on which it was based. In general, the chances of them –or, at least as 

importantly, their parents–  encountering Shakespeare directly or indirectly, through talk 

about performances, theatre advertisements bearing his name or prints portraying his 

scenes, were much higher than those of getting into contact with Milton or Pope’s texts, 

making Shakespeare the more commercially viable candidate for child-oriented 

adaptations.  

 

There is an important additional explanation. The eighteenth century added to the 

mass consumption of Shakespeare’s plays, but rather than “cheapening” the texts, this rise 

in Shakespeare’s popularity was accompanied by a growing veneration for his work and 
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person. Whenever exactly this development began –according to Dobson its spread spans 

the period between the late 1600s and the 1760s (13-15), whereas Hume argues that it 

could not have started before Shakespeare’s authorship had become well-known in the 

1730s (42-43)5 –, it is clear that by the end of the century Shakespeare’s cultural status 

differed significantly from what it was before. The 1769 Jubilee in Stratford, with its 

parades and Garrick’s declamation of his “Ode to Shakespeare,” epitomises the 

phenomenon. By then, Stratford-upon-Avon was well on its way to becoming a place of 

touristic interest. Though the term “bardolatry” is anachronistic, the attitude it describes 

was already referred to by contemporaries. In Lyttelton’s fictional conversation between 

Pope and Boileau, the latter describes a veneration for Shakespeare as “part of your 

national religion” (qtd. in Smith 6). Similarly, by 1753 the heights bardolatry had reached 

prompted Arthur Murphy to state that “with us islanders Shakespeare is a kind of 

established religion in poetry” (qtd. in Dobson 7).  

 

Notwithstanding comparisons to religion, Shakespeare’s plays were not exactly 

treated as “sacred or untouchable” (Hume 48), and bardolatry did not always imply blind 

adoration. Contemporary literary criticism abounds in exuberant and florid praise of 

 
 
 
 
                                                 
5. But as Hume himself remarks (68), a lack of general and widespread knowledge of the author does not in 

itself impede the appearance of some bardolatrous remarks by the few literati who were already aware of 

Shakespeare’s authorship. 
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Shakespeare’s “genius,” but many critics show no scruples in pointing out his 

shortcomings and “improving” them. Shakespeare’s faults –often sexual references or low 

humour– are, however, usually pardoned as a concession to vulgar Elizabethan audiences: 

the image seems to have been that of a Shakespeare himself reluctant to offend, but forced 

to do so in order to make his living. Similarly, despite the praise of Shakespeare’s drama, it 

was almost never performed unaltered. However ambiguous this “adaptation paradox” 

seems to us, “[w]here we squirm at the violation of a taboo, they see none” (Hume 48): 

adaptation was standard procedure, or even considered an honour (Sorelius, qtd. in Hume 

65); and it is very likely that Shakespeare’s popularity benefited from the effort made to 

adapt his centuries-old texts to contemporary tastes and sensibilities.  

 

Most works addressing the underlying causes of bardolatry subscribe to the idea of 

the canon as a nation-forming and ideological device and connect Shakespeare’s 

canonisation to the emerging British identity. Dobson, for instance, claims: 

 

. . . Shakespeare has been as normally constitutive of British national identity as the 

drinking of afternoon tea . . . This analogy may be less trivialising than it appears: 

the national habit of Shakespeare, after all, and the national habit of tea have their 

origins in exactly the same period of expanding trade abroad and vigorous 

nationalism at home . . . (7) 
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England’s citizens needed reunification after the Civil War, and later, national unity had 

to be established in the new nation created by the Act of Union. Increased global contact, 

colonial struggles, and external enemies further emphasised the need of a national 

identity. The question is again, why Shakespeare? According to Hume, as opposed to other 

candidates Shakespeare was at the same time English enough, not too vulgar, morally 

interesting (62-64), and digestible in print as well as on stage (67)6.  

 

Some criticism clearly illustrates this “nationalisation” of Shakespeare. 

Shakespeare’s “natural” style is constructed as ultimately English, the exact opposite of the 

French adherence to artificial rules, and underlines English cultural superiority:  

 

Foreign critics judge by rule and hence cannot appreciate Shakespeare; the Rules 

may do for French drama, but Shakespeare's works, thank heaven! are as unlike 

French drama as possible . . . (The Analytical Review, qtd. in Babcock 617)  

 

The charm arising from the tones of English blank verse cannot be felt by a foreigner 

. . . (The Dramatic Sensor, ibid.) 

 
 
 
 
                                                 
6. More specifically, Hume believes Fletcher’s plays were dismissed because they are not usually set in 

England or concerned with English topics (63), Jonson’s because they were too low (62-63), and poetry 

because it was not commercially interesting or had not sufficiently developed yet (62).  
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Shakespeare’s irregularities thus became a plus (Hume 63) as they were assimilated into a 

new, particularly English sensibility. Once Shakespeare had become an English icon, 

having a notion of his work was in the interest of both the English nation and its citizens. 

The increased familiarity with Shakespeare’s texts was of course a result of its growing 

availability and diversity; but, in turn, Shakespeare’s rise to national icon encouraged this 

democratisation because it meant that his writings actually needed to be available on a 

much larger scale.  

 

As the nation’s future, children naturally could not be overlooked. Gibbon’s 

statement that the “idolatry for the gigantic genius of Shakespeare . . . is inculcated from 

our infancy as the first duty of an Englishman” (qtd. in Smith 6-7) may be interpreted less 

as rhetorical hyperbole than as a reference to the fact that Shakespeare had become part of 

general education. In short, the broadening of the audience for print in general and 

Shakespeare in particular coincided with ideological stimulants making this broadening 

worthwhile. It is in this context of the growing availability, variety, and importance of 

Shakespeare, combined with the established practice of adaptation, that the roots of the 

phenomenon should be situated.  
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3.3 The Discovery of the Child? 

The eighteenth century did not stop at facilitating children’s access to a general, albeit 

diversified Shakespeare; indeed the goal of this chapter is to outline how eighteenth-

century developments also led to the production of specifically child-oriented versions. 

While the processes described above were certainly vital to the development of such 

editions, in order to accurately explain their emergence, and because children’s literature 

is influenced less by its target audience than by adult conceptions about it, it is important 

to devote some attention to how the eighteenth century thought about its children.  

 

The act of adapting a text to a certain type of reader implies taking into account the 

specific characteristics of that reader. The emergence of Shakespeare adaptations 

consciously aimed at a specific audience thus suggests precisely that that audience is seen 

by at least part of society as a more or less distinct group with its own specific preferences, 

needs, and capacities. If children were not considered as such, child-directed Shakespeare 

would be redundant as its intended readers would be expected to simply co-opt “adult” 

versions. In other words, a specialised children’s Shakespeare could have emerged only if 

children were understood as a distinct segment of the population by publishers and 

customers. 

 

According to what is still the most influential source for the cultural study of 

childhood and children, Philippe Ariès’s seminal Centuries of Childhood, this has not 
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always been the case. The book, first published in 1962, became notorious because of its 

audacious claim that “there was no place for childhood in the medieval world” (Ariès 34): 

Ariès found only miniature adults (34, 50, 67). While his view is more nuanced than he is 

often given credit for –he does, for instance, discern a concept of “youth”–, Ariès’s theory 

remains quite boldly that the idea of childhood and the treatment of children took on a 

recognizably modern shape only by the seventeenth century (46-47). The Ariès thesis 

became a landmark of the history of childhood, exactly because of this underlying 

recognition that childhood is a cultural construct, and therefore does in fact have a history 

(Heywood 346). The ideas of Ariès’s many followers were mainly variations on a theme, 

adapting the dating of the transition or ascribing it to different causes (ibid. 354-55), but 

maintaining the general idea of a period before, during which children as a concept did 

not exist, and a period after, in which the category of the child was recognised, 

conceptualised, and provided for.  

 

Though Aries’s value as a pioneer remains unquestioned, Centuries has received its 

fair share of justified criticism. An important critique concerns the unreliability of much 

of its sources7. Linda Pollock’s Forgotten Children has shown how different material leads 

to different conclusions: based on an extended corpus of autobiographies and diary entries 

 
 
 
 
                                                 
7. Ariès relied hugely on portraits, which offer neither a complete, nor a necessarily realistic reflection of 

society (Heywood 348).  
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–also, where possible, by children-, Pollock concludes that “there have been very few 

changes in parental care and child life” (268). Another problem is Ariès’s missing or 

ignoring evidence falling outside of the period he researched. Historians of other periods 

have referred to earlier sources that may just as well be indicative of a growing interest in 

children (Heywood 348-49, 351), implying that the “changes” encountered by Ariès were 

not necessarily changes and devaluating his claims for the thirteenth to the seventeenth 

century as the period of transition towards a new view of children - or towards any 

consideration of children at all. A final important critique was that Ariès had failed to 

realise that a society’s lack of a modern, recognizable concept of childhood does not at all 

imply that it has no such concept at all (Heywood 350).  

 

Even if the long eighteenth century was not the first to recognise childhood, 

significant changes do appear to have occurred during this period. While Pollock remains 

adamant throughout her study that “there is no dramatic transformation in child-rearing 

practices in the 18th century,” even she concedes to some evolutions, noting mainly “an 

increased emphasis on the abstract nature of childhood and parental care” starting in the 

seventeenth century (269-271, original italics) and a growing concern for the “training” of 

children, cumulating in the eighteenth (113). Plumb, too, finds a growth in the amount of 

schools during the eighteenth century. Moreover, he discerns the emergence of a softer 

attitude towards children and, through the spread of, for example, specialised toy shops, 

dressmakers, and indeed, bookstores, the formation of a market specifically directed at 

children and parents. Novelties like zoos, circuses, and museums offered a “new world” to 



 30

children, whom they attracted through reduced admission prices or family tickets (Plumb 

69-71, 85, 90). Pollock misses part of the point when she notes that these attractions were 

new to adults too (Pollock 18): Plumb does not imply that this new world was created for 

children alone, but rather demonstrates that children were now clearly expected to be 

partaking in it.  

 

The accommodations made for children in society as well as the increasing 

emphasis on their education can be grossly connected to the two main intellectual and 

cultural evolutions of the long eighteenth century; the Enlightenment and the rise of a 

pre-romantic undercurrent. While these developments appear to be diametrically opposed 

–the first one favouring rationalism, the other reacting precisely against an overreliance 

on Reason and stressing the more affective concept of sensibility–, both contributed 

significantly to the position of childhood and children. 

 

While adults were also included in the Enlightenment’s utopian belief in human 

progress through education, its particular implications for children are obvious As rational 

citizens of the future and Lockean blank slates, children had to be carefully educated. The 

resultant rise of schooling further spread the concept of children as a separate group by 

providing a segregated space for them. To some, like Descartes and Condillac, childhood 

was a waste of time because it hindered Reason (Benzaquén, “Childhood” 42). To others, 

however, such as the French biologist Buffon, it was a hugely significant phase of human 

development. As it allowed for a prolonged education, childhood marked the delineation 
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between Man and Beast, thus contributing to the humanity of the child, but also to that of 

those who educated it: according to Buffon, the call childhood makes on adult 

responsibilities to care and instruct in turn humanises the adult (ibid. 42-43). The child is 

thus not a burden, but an opportunity for personal improvement. Benzaquén illustrates 

another interesting way in which Enlightenment thinking contributed to the rise of the 

child. As yet uninfluenced by society, children provide an untainted look into the essence 

of mankind and were thus interesting subjects for anthropology (ibid. 47-51, “Locke’s 

Children” 382). Child and childhood became vital in Enlightenment attempts to “know 

thyself”. 

 

The pre-romantic move towards the domestic, its adherence to simplicity and 

innocence, and the rise of a cult of nature also stimulated an interest in children. Family 

life was increasingly valued. Indeed, Plumb’s suggestion that excursions became true 

family outings reveals a growing focus on the nuclear family, with children as an integral 

component, rather than a rising attention to the child as such. Bowdler’s Shakespeare, 

incidentally, was meant to be read amongst the “family circle” (viii). While a view of 

children as sinful and impure was not uncommon in the seventeenth century, by the end 

of the eighteenth children were more often seen as the epitome of innocence. Free from 

the negative influences of civilisation, they were close to nature and thus inherently good. 

Women’s dress provides a remarkable indicator of the evolution of a focus on the family 

and, from there, the child: during the final decades of the eighteenth century a rounded, 

full-bosomed, “motherly” look evolved into a columnar, high-busted and youthful 
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silhouette. Whereas before, as Ariès suggested, clothes had adultified children, around the 

turn of the century they infantilised women. In the 1780s the female fashion ideal had 

been that of a mother; just after the turn of the century the ideal woman looked like a 

child.  

 

Both movements thus valued the untainted nature of children. Nevertheless, the 

Enlightenment was interested in this state for the ontological clarity it could offer, rather 

than as a moral ideal. From a pre-romantic perspective, children’s “purity” is the preferred 

state, whereas the Enlightenment considered it a canvas to be filled in. The pre-romantic 

idea of children as inherently good thus seems difficult to reconcile to the enlightened 

focus on education. Yet however ambiguously, eighteenth-century education showed 

traces of both. Following Locke’s arguments for a curriculum based on utility; schools 

shifted focus towards social and commercial subjects. Moral instruction came to be based 

more on social than religious values and there was a decline of physical punishment as an 

instrument of instruction (Plumb 68-72). The latter corresponds to the pre-romantic 

idealisation of the child and a Rousseauan “natural” teaching. Though Locke and Rousseau 

are usually considered the main educational figures of the two opposing movements, in 

fact, Locke would not have disagreed on this matter: he, too, denounced corporal 

punishment in favour of praise and shame, and believed in playful learning (Benzaquén, 

“Locke’s Children” 387, 389). Many of these educational adaptations would thus probably 

have been acceptable to followers of both persuasions.  
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The development of a specialised children’s literature resulted out of the increased 

focus on the child as a child, but could also have been affected by this transition towards 

softer methods of instruction. Perhaps, considering the gentle sentiments towards 

children, some parents preferred to avoid inflicting even psychological pain upon their 

offspring. Moreover a system based on emotional rewards or shame still had the downside 

that correct or incorrect behaviour needed to be displayed before it could be rewarded or 

punished, and the lesson learnt. Stories conveniently allowed children to learn through 

other’s experience instead of their own, and books, unlike oral tales, added the 

opportunity of encouraging the ever more important skill of literacy. The combination of 

these advantages made them not only a didactic but also a pedagogical tool in a society in 

which learning had become hugely important.  

 

To conclude this contextual chapter, attention to the distinctive characteristics of 

children grew during the eighteenth century, and education became not only more 

important, but also less strictly concerned with moral and religious instruction. Quite 

possibly, the role of books and stories in education also strengthened. At the same time, a 

knowledge of Shakespeare became increasingly significant. This combination of 

developments in Shakespeare’s status and availability on the one hand, and in the 

conceptualisation of and provisions made for children on the other stimulated the 

emergence of child-directed adaptations of Shakespeare.  
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4. 18th Century Children’s Literature and The 

Merchant of Venice 

 

In order to understand the concrete retellings of The Merchant of Venice in the case 

studies in relation to their literary context, a closer look at the qualitative aspects of 

eighteenth-century publications for children is needed. The following paragraphs will 

provide an overview of the main relevant aspects of eighteenth-century children’s 

literature, after which the contents of Merchant will be briefly reviewed in light of these 

characteristics.  

 

4.1 Children’s Literature: Entertainment or Instruction, Fantasy or Realism?  

Children’s literature has often been described as the site of “a battle between instruction 

and amusement” (Darton v). While this opposition was especially pertinent throughout 

the eighteenth century, its two members were often not mutually exclusive: influenced by 

Locke’s views that learning should be playful, much eighteenth-century writing for 

children strived to mix both. It was through the dissemination of Locke’s, together with 

Rousseau’s views that the concrete realisation of this blend came to be questioned as the 

century progressed. A complete survey of eighteenth-century children’s reading is 
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impossible and unneeded here8, but an outline of evolving attitudes towards children’s 

literature from the end of the eighteenth century to the early decades of the nineteenth 

will serve well as a brief and useful introduction to its main characteristics.  

 

Between 1788 and 1789, Sarah Trimmer issued The Family Magazine; or, a 

repository of religious instruction and rational amusement. Its title was representative of 

the emerging attitude towards children’s reading: amusement was appropriate so long as it 

was “rational.” This meant that the body of fantastical folktales and popular texts often co-

opted by children was deemed unsuitable. Locke too believed fairytales only filled the 

mind with irrational, useless fears (Grenby, “Fairytales” 8; Locke 159-62), and Rousseau, 

thinking the discrepancy between the limited real world and the boundless world of the 

imagination to be one of the main sources of human unhappiness, had argued to restrict 

“fancy” to avoid the stimulation of frustratingly unattainable desires (Rousseau 77-78; qtd. 

in Welch 203).  

 

The title of Trimmer’s magazine continues, Designed to counteract the pernicious 

tendency of immoral books &c. which have circulated of late years among the inferior 

 
 
 
 
                                                 
8. For historical overviews of children’s literature, see for example: Harvey Darton, F. J. Children's Books in 

England: Five Centuries of Social Life. Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1966., or: Townsend, John Rowe. Written 

for Children: An Outline of English-Language Children's Literature. Harmondsworth: Kestrel, 1974.  
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classes of people. Trimmer refers to chapbooks: small, slim books, cheaply produced and 

sold, often illustrated with crude cuts, and distributed by peddlers (Grenby, “Chapbooks” 

278-799). Their contents varied wildly from, for example, fairytales and supernatural 

accounts to reports of murder trials and travels; but the setting was often a fantasy or a 

world turned upside-down, the tone one of irreverence towards social orders and values 

(Pedersen 100-06). That these books were also read by children (Grenby 279-85) was a 

source of worry for many concerned with education. For one, whether the stories 

included actual supernatural elements or just portrayed miraculous cases of social 

advancement, they were often unrealistic. Second, in chapbooks, the moral message – if 

there was one at all – was clearly subordinated to pleasure: success came in material form, 

and mostly through luck or wit instead of virtue (Pedersen 103-05). At least as 

problematic to the middle classes was the chapbook’s lower-class provenance; fairy tales 

in particular were seen as tools used by servants and nurses to scare children into 

obedience (Grenby Children’s Literature 68-69).  

 

The more realistic, more expensive, and clearly didactic children’s books about 

“ordinary children in ordinary situations” (ibid. 62) published by, amongst others, 

 
 
 
 
                                                 
9. Unless another title is mentioned, all subsequent references to Grenby in this chapter refer to: Grenby, M. 

O. “Chapbooks, Children, and Children's Literature.” The Library: The Transactions of the Bibliographical 

Society 8.3 (2007): 277-303. 
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Trimmer, Mrs. Barbauld, Thomas Day, and Maria Edgeworth are usually seen as a middle-

class response to these popular texts. Hannah More’s religiously inspired Cheap 

Repository Tracts were directed to the lower instead of the middle classes10 but arose from 

a similar intent to offer a more edifying alternative to the morally questionable 

chapbooks. The exact message and method of these new texts fluctuated11, but what they 

had in common was that unlike the chapbooks, they showed a clear concern for the 

didactic implications of children’s literature. Trimmer’s second periodical, The Guardian 

of Education, a review magazine for children’s books, stands as a testimony to just how 

strongly the eighteenth century had become aware of children’s reading as a pedagogical 

space.  

 

This moral turn supplanted the older-fashioned forms neither immediately nor 

completely, but coexisted and intermingled with the older tradition (Grenby 292). For 

example, More’s Tracts consciously adopted a chapbook format to ease their acceptance 

amongst the poor (ibid. 289). Grenby has also indicated the existence of what could be 

called a “moral fairytale” (“Fairy Tales” 10-12) and of more edifying “children’s” 

 
 
 
 
                                                 
10. While these tracts were not originally intended for children, More soon realised they did reach children, 

and began to take into account this young audience (Grenby 290) 

11. For example, Mary Wollstonecraft demonstrates moral concerns in her writing for children like the 

other “didactic” authors, but supported the French revolution, while More’s strong Evangelical convictions 

led her to vehemently oppose it, and to promote an acceptance of class situation through her Tract stories.  
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chapbooks (“Chapbooks” 291; 298), whereas O’Malley has illustrated how the publications 

of John Newbery, one of the most iconic figures of early children’s literature, could also be 

considered hybrids: in Goody Two-Shoes for instance, success is achieved through 

middle-class virtues, but the heroine’s ability to teach literacy to animals evokes earlier 

chapbook fantasies (O’Malley 25). Whatever these hybrids’ exact position in the evolution 

of children’s literature – O’Malley speaks of “transitional” forms preparing the moral tale, 

Grenby considers them a much more lasting form (301-03) 12–, they demonstrate that the 

influences of “lower-class” fantasy were not simply obliterated.  

 

Despite their unwanted associations, fairytales and chapbooks continued to be 

read. By the early nineteenth century, they gained renewed support amidst early 

romantics like Lamb, Coleridge, and Wordsworth, who deplored the fact that chapbook 

reading was increasingly relegated to the lower classes (Grenby 287-89), while middle 

class children were stuck with unimaginative moral tales which turned them into rational 

adults before their time and filled their heads with superficial facts. Chapbooks, on the 

 
 
 
 
                                                 
12. The ongoing pedagogisation meant demands for “proper” children’s books grew also in the lower middle 

and lower classes, but, according to Grenby, as the new, moral literature became more widely accepted and 

could stand higher prices, it became too expensive for these sections of society. Children’s chapbooks offered 

a cheaper solution, while also being more morally acceptable than the original chapbooks. As such, the 

spread of new, middle-class children’s literature, based on the rejection of chapbooks, actually stimulated 

the development of a new type of chapbook (301-03).  
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other hand, were repositories of popular, traditional culture, and stimulated the 

imagination. As such they provided an antidote to the modern, staunchly utilitarian 

society for which commercial, moralist children’s literature prepared its readers (ibid.). 

Within these romantic views, the imagination reassumed its position in children’s 

literature.  

 

Besides “instruction and amusement,” Harvey Darton proposes two other binary 

pairs that have shaped debates about children’s literature through the ages: “restraint and 

freedom,” and “hesitant morality and spontaneous happiness” (v-vi). While the tensions 

described in all three are pervasive in children’s literature, perhaps the latter two describe 

the contradicting forces in eighteenth century debates about children’s literature more 

accurately than the first. Overall, differences of opinion seem to have been based less on 

whether children’s reading should be instructive or entertaining than on how exactly it 

should be both. The question romantics and “didactic” authors would answer differently is 

not so much whether children ought to be mainly instructed or entertained, but rather 

whether fantasy –and more broadly, improbability– could be instructive, or realism 

entertaining. The antithesis between fantasy or utopia on the one hand, and austere 

realism on the other seemed thus more polarising than that of instruction and amusement. 

 

4.2 The Merchant of Venice as Eighteenth-Century Children’s Literature 

Child-directed retellings of Shakespeare have to be read against the background of these 

tensions. The introduction to this dissertation has already referred to some of the inherent 
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difficulties of offering Shakespeare to children. Children’s reading of Shakespeare was 

similarly problematised in the eighteenth century. The introduction, has already referred 

to the eighteenth-century habit of adaptation. Such adaptations were informed by taste, 

but also by contemporary notions of morality. The mixture of vice and virtue in 

Shakespeare was and is often commented on, and to those concerned with children’s 

reading the limits of what was acceptable were supposedly much stricter than they were 

to stage adaptors and actors. This section will attempt to locate some of the areas where 

the pre-text of Shakespeare’s The Merchant of Venice conflicts with norms and beliefs 

governing the field of eighteenth-century children’s literature. As these beliefs differed, so 

will the exact points of conflict. By indicating these sites of friction –that is, the gaps 

between the pre-text and what a children’s text should, ideally, be like–, this section will 

identify the elements of the play most vulnerable to adjustment in versions produced for 

children.  

 

Perhaps a brief plot summary of The Merchant of Venice is in order. The play 

opens in Venice, where the financially struggling Bassanio asks his friend, the merchant 

Antonio, for a loan which will enable him to travel to Belmont to try his luck at winning 

the hand of Portia, a rich heiress he has fallen in love with, and who seems to requite 

Bassanio’s love. However, as stipulated in her father’s will, only the man who selects the 

correct casket out of a gold, silver, and leaden one can marry her. Because Antonio’s 

money is currently bound up with his ships at sea, he and Bassanio borrow from Shylock, 

a Jewish usurer. After being abused by Antonio for his usury, Shylock lends the money 
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without interest, but draws a bond, seemingly as a joke, allowing Shylock to cut one 

pound of Antonio’s flesh if the money is not returned in time. Thinking his ships will 

soon return with much more than the borrowed sum; Antonio signs. Bassanio travels to 

Belmont, chooses the leaden casket, thereby showing he is not deceived by appearances 

and winning Portia. At the same time, Bassanio’s travel companion, Gratiano, wins the 

heart of Portia’s maid, Nerissa.  

 

Immediately afterwards, note arrives from Venice: Antonio’s ships are delayed and 

Shylock insists on his pound of flesh. Bassanio immediately returns to Venice to attend 

the trial. The situation seems hopeless, until Portia and Nerissa, disguised as a lawyer and 

his clerk, arrive. Portia first attempts to convince the Jew to show mercy instead of 

insisting on justice, but this strategy failing, she turns to justice herself and saves Antonio 

with a semantic argument: the bond only allows one exact pound of meat, no more or less, 

and does not stipulate blood. Besides, if any immigrant willingly endangers the life of a 

Venetian, as Shylock did, “the offender’s life lies in the mercy / Of the Duke …” (4.1.351-

52)13. Eventually, Shylock is forced to surrender large parts of his money to the state and 

to his daughter Jessica, who had eloped with the Christian Lorenzo, as well as to convert 

to Christianity. Portia and Nerissa, still disguised, upon being asked how they would like 

 
 
 
 
                                                 
13. All references to The Merchant of Venice refer to Shakespeare, William. The Merchant of Venice. Ed. 

John Russell Brown. London: Routledge, 1992. The Arden Shakespeare. 
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to be rewarded, convince Bassanio and Gratiano – who do not recognise them- to hand 

over the rings they had received from them !in Belmont and had promised never to depart 

from. Back in Belmont, Portia and Nerissa assume their normal dress. When the Venetian 

party arrives, the two ladies, pretending to be shocked at the missing rings, accuse their 

husbands of adultery. Eventually, they reveal their activities, merriness ensues, and a 

letter arrives informing that Antonio’s ships are safe.  

 

Morally, the play seems, at least at first sight, quite acceptable. Few authors, 

whether moralistic or of a more romantic persuasion14, could object to Portia's plea for 

gentle mercy as opposed to harsh, formal justice, and it would take a rather contrary mind 

to interpret the friendship between Antonio and Bassanio as anything but admirable15. 

The other instructive thread of the play –that outward appearances can be deceiving – is 

also a standard moral message. The play is set in a mercantile world and thoroughly 

infused with the language of commerce, even the courtship scenes use terms associated 

with money making rather than love making; yet, it remains clear throughout that the 

 
 
 
 
                                                 
14. For the sake of simplicity, and because it suffices for the purpose of indicating the possible problems in 

the play, this section will imagine some fictional, typically romantic and typically moralist “strawmen”. In 

reality, the difference between moralists and romantics could of course be much more subtle. 

15. That Bassanio takes advantage of Antonio is an idea never suggested in the play. Bassanio asks for 

financial help undemandingly, Antonio gives it freely. The authenticity of their friendship is also shown by 

their mutual willingness to sacrifice themselves for each others’ sakes.  
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motivator is love. Additionally, the play condemns morally reprehensible attitudes to 

money in the opposition between Shylock and the rich Christians. While Shylock’s focus 

is financial gain, which he achieves through improper means, to Portia and Antonio 

money is but an instrument to pleasure, and a resource generously used to help their 

friends (Snider 134). Antonio, the sympathetic focus of the play, is a merchant with a 

heart; unlike Shylock, who would cut out Antonio’s –literally– because it stands in the 

way of his profits: Antonio, lending without interest, draws away Shylock’s customers. To 

moralist middle class authors, the play is a lesson in honourable mercantilism, to 

romantics, though the constant talk of money may well remain somewhat problematic, 

the play still warns against an exaggerated focus on money. 

 

However, at times, the morality undermines itself. Portia ends Shylock’s trial by 

harshly using the justice she pleaded against. Though Shylock is never completely 

sympathised with, his perspective is often given (Brown xxxix) and frequently reveals the 

hypocrisies of the Christians. Antonio for example, for all his generosity and mercy, shows 

no remorse for his cruel treatment of Shylock16. Complications such as these do not 

shatter the moral framework of the play, but they do turn the black and white into grey, 

and open up the possibility that Shylock is a victim as well as a villain, thus inserting 

doubt as to whether he is the only character to blame.  

 
 
 
 
                                                 
16. Cf. 1.3.99-126: “I am as like to call thee so again, / to spet on thee again, to spurn thee too.” 
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The moralists’ attitudes towards fantasy in children’s literature suggest another 

possible point of strain. Merchant is much more grounded in reality than, for instance, 

The Tempest or A Midsummer Night’s Dream; nevertheless, the grotesqueness of the flesh 

bond plot has more in common with the atmosphere of fairy tales than with the mundane 

settings of the moral tales. The second plot, the wooing of Portia through the caskets, is 

unrealistic despite the lack of obvious magical elements. Bassanio’s rise from broke, 

prodigal youth to the husband of a rich heiress and the governor of Portia’s estate 

represents a utopian reversal akin to those of the chapbooks. Additionally, the beautiful 

lady, locked away in a remote country until her true love comes to claim her, the 

irrational persuasion – by Portia’s father, Nerissa (1.2.30-31), and later, Portia herself 

(3.2.41)– that whoever is worthy of Portia’s love will quasi-magically find the correct 

casket, and indeed the entire utopian atmosphere at Belmont, have the air of romance 

(Brown l).  

 

Furthermore, the child reader would be confronted with controversial religious 

issues, females transgressing physical and mental gender boundaries, a clown mocking his 

father, a girl’s elopement, and numerous bawdy remarks, all of which add further blemish 

to the suitability of the play as children’s literature. While coarse lines, for instance, can 

be simply be censored without ill effect, other problems will demand more complicated 

adaptative actions.  
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5. Four Case Studies 

By shifting the focus towards a corpus of actual examples, this final chapter, the largest 

section of this dissertation, will examine how Shakespeare’s Merchant of Venice was 

reworked for children. In order to distinguish discourse from practice and to examine 

how widespread motivations for offering Shakespeare to children have permeated the 

aims of individual adaptors, attention will not only be paid to the texts themselves, but 

also to the prefaces with which they appear. To avoid the error of misconstruing common 

eighteenth-century adjustments as modifications made especially for children, I have 

consulted a number of contemporary stage versions. The analysis focuses on a range of 

different aspects, depending in part on the source itself, but has also been informed by 

Hateley’s suggestion of the binaries between a focus on language or on plot, on literature 

or the theatre, and on education or entertainment (3).  

 

The texts included within the corpus are more or less homogeneous in source and 

provenance. They are all based on The Merchant of Venice, are all British, and were all in 

print during the fifty years between the 1780s and the early 1820s. Excepting one, all of 

the examples were also first published during this period. The first edition of James 

Burgh’s The Art of Speaking appeared in 1761; nevertheless, the book went through many 

editions and remained in print during the period specified above, which suggests a 

continued commercial viability and cultural relevance. Each of the examples also fits 

within the definition of child-directed Shakespeare as proposed in the introduction.  
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On the other hand, there is considerable diversity within the contents of the items. 

“Adaptation” is a relative term and some of the items in the corpus fit the concept more 

readily than others: some versions appear to do little more than “copy pasting” parts of the 

original Merchant into a different environment, others more openly expand, change, or 

re-contextualise the text. The samples thus vary in their position on the continuum 

between adaptation, reversion, and edition or clipping, as well as in such characteristics as 

genre, goals, and the extent to which they foreground or mix entertainment or 

amusement.  

 

The corpus will be discussed more or less in chronological order. The earliest 

child-oriented contexts in which I have been able to find The Merchant of Venice are 

books composed of excerpts. Because these only included excerpts from the play, which 

are generally rather brief and have usually not undergone extensive alterations, I have 

grouped several such anthologies together in the single case study presented in the first 

sub-chapter. Burgh’s Art of Speaking is included there, along with some other collections 

encompassing the entire time range of the corpus. The second case study will discuss a 

prose version from 1794 and thus an early example of what the Lambs would later become 

known for. The third subchapter focuses on an acting text of the play as it was performed 

by the boys of Reading School in 1802. This chapter will end with the only adaptation 

published after the Lambs’ Tales, a prose version of the Merchant taken from Elizabeth 

Wright Macaulay’s 1822 Tales of the Drama.  
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5.1 CASE STUDY 1: The Merchant of Venice in Anthologies and 

Textbooks 

 

In Making the Modern Reader, her study charting the history of early modern literary 

compilations, Barbara Benedict outlines how during the eighteenth century the profile of 

anthologies was evolving: while collections from the first half of the century were 

composed of texts by contemporary authors and functioned mainly as repositories of 

currently fashionable styles and genres, those from the latter half were closer to literary-

historical surveys, combining contemporary writing with older texts that “exemplified 

timeless morality” (“Introduction” par. 6). As explained above, Shakespeare increasingly 

began to belong to these canonical authors. In her chapter on late eighteenth-century 

anthologies, including those for children, Benedict demonstrates how these compilations 

became instruments of social, moral, and cultural “improvement” (“Chapter 5” par. 80). 

The following sections will describe the presence and examine the function of 

Shakespearean excerpts in some of these anthologies for children.  

 

5.1.1 The Art of Speaking by James Burgh 

It seems logical to start with the earliest example included in the corpus, James Burgh’s 

1761The Art of Speaking. Excepting the one-page conclusion, the book is divided into two 

parts: the excerpts themselves, announced on the title page to derive from both “Ancients 
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and Moderns,” are preceded by an “Essay” which is part preface, part protracted 

commentary on elocution. Burgh himself was a radical political reformer deeply 

concerned with maintaining the moral virtues of his country, as well as the schoolmaster 

of a Dissenting academy (Hay 91-93). His educational, moral, and political concerns 

manifest themselves in the preface of The Art of Speaking. Burgh’s aim is not only to help 

“youth” in learning rhetoric; he also means to assist teachers in the teaching of it (3-4). 

The need for rhetoric itself is practical and commercial as well as social: even a man 

whose profession does not rely on public speaking should be able to read properly in order 

to instruct his family and servants (2). Additionally, rhetoric is a means of vouchsafing 

morality and the nation: if he cannot speak convincingly, even the most arduous moralist 

or nationalist “can only sit still and see [virtue and his nation] wronged without having it 

in his power to prevent or redress the evil” (2-3). Burgh’s attention to moral virtues and 

the instructive responsibility of future heads of families, as well as the book’s implied 

audience of working men to be, often in respectable jobs –lawyers, members of 

parliament, preachers (5)–, suggests a middle class orientation.  

 

Shakespeare appears amongst such diverse authors as Pope, Cicero, and Spencer. 

Several selections are included; two deriving from Merchant. Both are presented in their 

original dialogical form. As with all the excerpts in his collection, Burgh helps students to 

pronounce the texts appropriately by italicising words that need to be stressed and 

indicating in the margins the sentiment with which a particular set of lines should be 

read. The most important sentiments are used as a title for the excerpts. So, the first 
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selection taken from Merchant (188-190), the scene in which Tubal seems to toy with 

Shylock’s feelings by giving him alternately bad news –that of his daughter’s elopement 

with a Christian– and, to him, good news –that of Antonio’s bankruptcy– (3.1.72-116) is 

headed “Vexation. Spiteful Joy.” (188). The title of the second excerpt, a rather long one 

encompassing the trial scene, Portia’s argumentation and eventual success in interpreting 

the laws to Antonio’s advantage and Shylock’s downfall (4.1.16-393), reads “Intercession. 

Obstinacy. Cruelty. Forced submission” (199). The titles as well as the indications in the 

margins appear more or less neutral; yet most of these indications refer to corresponding 

sections in the first part of the book where Burgh gives instructions, sometimes rather 

detailed, on how to express the sentiments denoted. “Perplexity,” for instance; 

 

draws all the parts of the body together, gathers up the arms upon the breast, unless 

one hand covers the eyes, or rubs the forehead; draws down the eyebrows; hangs the 

head upon the breast: casts down the eyes, shuts and pinches the eyelids close; . . . 

pinches the lips close . . . The person walks about busily, stops abruptly. . . If he 

speaks to another, his pauses are very long, the tone of his voice unvarying; and his 

sentences broken . . .  (16) 

 

Descriptions such as these stipulate very precisely the kind of behaviour expected from 

the pupil in performing the scenes; simultaneously, they unavoidably offer an 

interpretation of the lines in question and a partial characterisation.  
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The dialogues themselves are not merely copied from the originals but contain 

some slight adjustments. Many changes are practical: in the longer speeches, lines are 

often dropped or paraphrased as soon as the main point has been established. Burgh cuts 

Bassanio’s and Gratiano’s statement that they would accept the death of their wives –who, 

disguised and unrecognised by their husbands, are in fact present– if Antonio could thus 

be saved, thereby also removing the light-hearted, comical asides these lines draw from 

Portia and Nerissa. Out of the context of the full play, these lines would demand extra 

explanations and could cause unwanted confusion; besides, they were rather irrelevant to 

the use the court scene would be put to: practising the skill of speaking convincingly. 

Considering the practical nature of his collection, it is likely that Burgh wanted children 

and their teachers to benefit fully from the sublime opportunity provided by the scene, 

and therefore cut interruptions that undermined its thematic unity and distracted from 

the importance of the rhetoric action.  

 

Shylock’s reference to the Christian habit of enslaving other peoples is also cut, 

perhaps because it is too serious and realistic an issue for a child. Yet, as the court scene is 

quite solemn on the whole, it is more likely that the main reason for deleting this 

reference was to strengthen the opposition between the two parties at the trial. Shylock’s 

original remark finds the Christian’s underbelly; it questions their ethical superiority and 

thus the power of Portia’s pleas as well as the legitimacy of her position as a moral 

authority. In correspondence with this whitewashing of the Christians, Burgh makes sure 

to blacken Shylock. He pejoratively describes his daughter’s elopement with a Christian as 
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“backsliding” (188), thus demonstrating his rejection and loathing of what is, from the 

readers’ point of view, the preferred religion. Shylock is also made to exclaim that “I will 

wash my hands, to the elbows, in [Antonio’s] heart’s blood” (190), a sentiment never 

phrased quite so cruelly or graphically in the original.  

 

The last of Burgh’s adjustments that will be discussed here is a footnote included in 

the first extract. The note states that the pupil should be given some background 

information about the play’s plot “if he does not know it” (188), and proceeds to 

summarise the necessary information. In explaining why Jessica eloped, Burgh, remaining 

within the limits of what Shakespeare’s text suggests, refers to Shylock’s “ill usage,” thus 

framing Jessica’s generally unacceptable behaviour as understandable given the 

circumstances; but he also provides a judgement of Lorenzo that is absent in the original 

text by blaming his “importunity.” The footnote offers some other points of interest. First, 

the phrase quoted above implies that children may already be aware, through other ways, 

of the play’s plot. Second, the inclusion of what exactly teachers should tell their pupils 

suggests that Burgh did not necessarily expect this background to be common knowledge. 

These observations, however, relate to matters –adult’s and children’s actual knowledge of 

Shakespeare– at the outer edges of this dissertation’s focus.  

 

On a note more closely related to the matter at hand, the footnote confirms what 

the rather long and complex preface has already implied: that Burgh’s book aims at 

children indirectly. The book relies on the presence of a teacher to give guidance, not 
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only in the child’s rhetorical performances of the selections, but also in its understanding 

of the texts, an aspect which Burgh considers crucial to a proper speaking performance 

(9). The selections may seem to appear on the page without a context, but, even though 

their original intent was probably more practical, the sentiments connected to the lines do 

offer interpretative guidelines. Besides, the contextualisation offered by a teacher further 

mediates the child’s interaction with the book.  

 

5.1.2 Principles of Elocution by Thomas Ewing 

The second anthology that will be discussed is Thomas Ewing’s Principles of Elocution, 

first published in 1814 and thus the most recent excerpts collection included in the 

corpus. Discussing this anthology directly after Burgh’s makes sense despite the gap of 

more than fifty years between their original publication dates: the two collections have 

much more in common with each other than with the other example in the corpus.  

 

Like Burgh, Ewing was practically involved in education: he taught rhetoric and 

geography, and wrote several manuals concerning these subjects. Principles is designed for 

mid-level pupils and constitutes the second part of a series of three progressive books on 

elocution (6). Ewing has the same two-fold goal of “assisting the teacher” and “improving 

the student” (title page). His attention to the practice of elocution, is however, far greater 

than Burgh’s: he devotes some eighty pages to a systematic overview of phonetic and 

rhetorical rules.  
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Ewing states rhetoric should not only be taught to public speakers, but his reasons 

for believing so differ from Burgh’s. Whereas Burgh emphasises the need for elocution to 

support and improve virtue in the state and the patriarchal family; to Ewing “reading with 

due effect” is necessary in order to do justice to “the splendid productions of genius, which 

are constantly issuing from the British press, and which diffuse an unexampled lustre over 

our age and country” (6). Both authors thus connect rhetoric to the nation, but while to 

Burgh its goal is to uphold national morality and correctness, Ewing is more concerned 

with national image, and foregrounds the intermediary role of literature (6). According to 

Ewing, rhetoric is thus needed not only for efficient public speaking, but also to support 

good literature, which he sees as more than merely an instrument to practice speaking. 

Burgh on the other hand, subordinates literature to elocution. Finally, the attention to the 

moral aspect regularly referred to by Burgh is completely absent in Ewing’s motivations, 

even though the “lessons” themselves do often offer behavioural guidance or an ethical 

judgment, for example, on luxury, time, or the treatment of animals. 

 

The selections from Merchant are located in “The Passions,” the book’s final 

section, which totals twenty-one excerpts, sixteen of which are taken from Shakespeare. 

As in Burgh, each excerpt is headed with the name of a “passion,” though Ewing mentions 

only the single sentiment he chooses as a title and explains the manners of expressing it 

below instead of in a separate section. The selections made by Ewing, moreover, are 

entirely different from Burgh’s. The first, “Raillery” (426) is the speech made by Gratiano 

about men feigning melancholy in order to be deemed interesting (1.1.79-104). Five lines 
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are cut, but these merely repeat the sentiment expressed in the printed lines. The second 

extract, “Revenge” (430), is Shylock’s famous “Hath not a Jew eyes?” (3.1.46-66). The 

speech is given in its entirety, the only adaptation made a replacement of the sexually-

tinted “prick” by “stab.” The final selection, “Malice” (436), the aside in which Shylock 

expresses his hate for Antonio and his intention to undo him (1.3.36-47), is left 

completely unaltered.  

 

In fact, the non-adjustments are more potentially interesting than the actual 

adjustments made, though it is hard to draw conclusions without over-interpreting. So, 

the fact that Ewing did not cut Antonio’s less than charitable behaviour towards Shylock 

in the “Revenge” segment and thus did not, like Burgh, “whitewash” the Christian, could 

perhaps be connected to a softer personal or societal view of Jews, were it not that 

Shylock’s “Malice” is also copied unfiltered. A more likely explanation can be found in the 

stage history of Merchant: by the time Principles was produced, Charles Macklin had 

restored the stage version almost to completeness, and his portrayal of Shylock had greatly 

popularised the play (Brown xxxiii). Considering the cultural standing of Shakespeare and 

that of Macklin as Shylock on the one hand, and Ewing’s idea of rhetoric as a crutch for 

literature, which in turn glorifies the nation, on the other; it is possible that the iconic 

cultural value of these selections, both crucial to Shylock’s character, protected them 

against cutting and adaptation.  
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Indeed, beyond a superficial linguistic censoring Ewing seems generally quite 

relaxed about the messages of these extracts. The fact that the title of the first selection, 

“Raillery,” identifies the text by the sentiment with which it should be read rather than 

by its content –which discusses melancholy, the complete opposite of “raillery”–, as well 

as the lack of concern for moral values in the preface further suggest that elocutionary 

practice came foremost and moral instruction was of secondary importance. Ewing seems 

uninterested in making adjustments to accommodate the morals, either because he was 

actually unconcerned about morality; or, more likely, because he, more than Burgh, 

placed his trust in a teacher to provide the pupil with a context and subordinated the 

messages of the texts to their rhetoric qualities and literary merit. 

 

5.1.3 The Female Reader, attributed to Mary Wollstonecraft 

While the anthologies discussed above are directed mainly at boys, part of the interest of 

the one described below lies in its being explicitly designed for girls. Moreover, The 

Female Reader was, in all likelihood, also written by a woman. Though the book is 

published under the name of a certain “Mr. Cresswick,” it is generally accepted to be the 

work of Mary Wollstonecraft17. Wollstonecraft, of course, was a teacher herself, and 

 
 
 
 
                                                 
17. Ferguson mentions a number of reasons for this attribution. William Godwin, Wollstonecraft’s husband, 

wrote that his wife did not like being recognised as an author in daily life during the early stages of her 

writing career, and “employed some pre-cautions [sic]” (qtd. in Ferguson 947). He also stated that she 
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showed great concern for the education of women. According to Moira Ferguson, the 

Reader is A Vindication of the Rights of Woman “in embryo” (948): published in 1789, 

the anthology shows Wollstonecraft’s views at a turning point from a belief in the natural 

basis of gender roles as well as in religion and virtue as the main sources of guidance for 

girls, towards more radical and intellectual views on female education (945-47).  

 

Wollstonecraft, like Burgh and Ewing, generalises the use of rhetoric, stating it is 

“desirable” also to girls. Her selections comprise examples that will teach children “to read 

well,” but she also wants to “imprint useful lessons on the mind” and “cultivate the taste” 

(iv). This final goal is explained more in detail as “infus[ing] a relish for a pure and simple 

style, by presenting natural and touching descriptions from the Scriptures, Shakspeare, 

&c” (iv). This quotation is telling: not only does it mention Shakespeare and the Bible in 

the same breath; it also connects both bodies of texts to the pre-romantic cult of nature 

and simplicity. Besides, it is representative of Wollstonecraft’s main moral focus: of all the  

 

 

                                                                                                                                                         
“compiled a series of extracts …which bears the title of the Female Reader; but which, from a cause not 

worth mentioning, has hitherto been printed with a different name … on the title page” (ibid., original 

italics). Wollstonecraft’s publisher said the same: she “compiled the Female Reader, introducing some 

original pieces and prefixed a preface to it” (ibid.). Finally, this preface is signed “O.,” just like a number of 

excerpts in the anthology which can be traced back to earlier published works by Wollstonecraft (Ferguson 

947).  
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values the child should develop, simplicity and honesty seem most prominently on her 

mind. Many excerpts in the anthology discuss sincerity, falsehood, affectation, and the 

related, typically female, issues of vanity and beauty.  

 

Though Wollstonecraft does not refer to any emancipatory goals, her aversion to 

insincerity leads her to assign a significant role to independent thought. So, “to teach 

children [rhetorically] just tones,” as she perhaps thought Burgh and Ewing’s detailed 

guidelines did, will only lead to affectation, which is to be avoided even if the result is 

monotony (xii). A better method to make children read well is, indeed, to ensure that 

they understand the texts, and feel connected to them. Interested, entertained pupils will 

“instinctively vary their tones” (xii); and “works addressed to the imagination … fix good 

habits more firmly in the mind than cold arguments and mere declamation” (vi). 

Additionally, Wollstonecraft emphasises the importance of personal experience and 

working through in efficient learning. In a section addressed to the young readers 

themselves she states that imitating others’ behaviour or parroting their knowledge is 

insufficient: “we must run the race ourselves” (xv). Finally, she helps children in their 

learning process by carefully sequencing her lessons: the selections are ordered in such a 

way that each one is informed by those surrounding it (iv). While the contents of 

Wollstonecraft’s lessons favour a conservative morality, her acknowledgment of the 

child’s agency in processing information together with her attention to select examples 

she considers attractive to children appear rather modern.  
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Considering the emphasis on sincerity, it is not surprising that the excerpt from 

Merchant included (353) is Bassanio’s speech upon his decision to choose the lead casket 

(3.2.74-101). This speech addresses the deception of appearances, and, in addition, refers 

to the particularly female issue of artificial beauty in a horrifying, discouraging way: 

Bassanio mentions that “golden locks . . . upon supposed fairness” are often wigs made 

from hair “taken from the scull that bred them in the sepulchre” (3.2.96). The excerpt is 

presented in its original form; the title, “Ornaments,” taken from Bassanio’s first line. As 

Wollstonecraft is so aware of the co-text of her excerpts, the position of “Ornaments” 

amongst the other texts deserves some attention. The excerpt, the last one in “Descriptive 

Pieces,” is preceded by selections addressing similar issues: Swift’s poem “Stella’s Birthday” 

discusses how old age can be hidden physically, but not mentally; a “Portrait of a Modern 

Fair Lady” describes female vanity and hollowness; and a dialogue between Dorina and 

Lucy shows the latter as, amongst other vices, overly focused on dress (337-352). The 

extract itself thus appears in its unaltered form, without footnotes and with a title that 

only states what is already apparent in the text, but the surrounding texts guide the pupil 

towards the correct interpretation, even if it is already obvious in the excerpt itself. The 

connection between Wollstonecraft’s aims of personal learning, and her execution thus 

seems somewhat unclear. 

 

In an excerpt included elsewhere in the anthology and written by Wollstonecraft 

herself, she extends the didactic idea of thinking for oneself to the reading of Shakespeare 

and other great authors by arguing for a personal appreciation of literature:  
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I would have every one try to form an opinion of an author themselves . . . Many 

are so anxious to have the reputation of taste that they only praise the authors 

whose merit is indisputable. I am sick of hearing of the sublimity of Milton, the 

elegance and harmony of Pope, and the original untaught genius of Shakspeare. 

These cursory remarks are made by some who. . . could not enter into the spirit of 

those authors to understand them (8). 

 

Throughout her preface, Wollstonecraft shows herself as either more demanding or 

better-expressed in her aims than either Burgh or Ewing: desired external behaviour, 

whether it be moral, religious, or rhetorical, is empty if it is not based on a personal 

working-through of the information. The quote above connects this conviction to 

Wollstonecraft’s goal of forming girls’ tastes. Girls should decide for themselves whether 

Shakespeare is a great author, but Wollstonecraft, in presenting him as one of the authors 

selected to form a proper taste, only acknowledges the opinion that he is. Where aesthetic 

taste is concerned, Wollstonecraft seems to believe that girls will independently arrive to 

the “correct” conclusion, standing as a testimony to her faith in children’s “pure” 

judgement as well as her trust in the convincing power of the canonical authors. That this 

conclusion is no other than the one made “by default” about Shakespeare is not the point; 

what matters is the way in which girls reach it, that is, through personal reflection and 

honest judgment, rather than through a hollow affection of taste.  
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5.1.4 Summary 

Considering the general cultural context, the fact that specific children’s anthologies were 

produced is almost as unsurprising as the fact that they included Shakespearean excerpts. I 

deliberately use the word “almost”, because the “timeless morality” Benedict speaks of is 

not entirely applicable to Shakespeare: while his timeless quality had been asserted since 

Johnson’s famous preface, the morality of his works was a more contested issue. The 

selective nature of anthologies usually easily avoids this problem; however, in speeches 

where moral and inappropriate elements are combined, the selection may need to be more 

refined or the words altered, as demonstrated in some of the cases above.  

 

Morality is not always the main focus. In each of these textbooks, the 

Shakespearean excerpts serve practical, moral, and cultural or iconic purposes, but the 

exact hierarchy between these aims varies according to the different authors: 

Wollstonecraft and Burgh are the most morally inspired anthologists, whereas to Ewing 

the cultural and aesthetic values of Shakespeare are foregrounded, morality being a 

concern but not a focus. Because of the nature of the anthology, all of these items, in fact, 

indirectly transmit the idea of Shakespeare as an important cultural value: they all place 

his excerpts within a co-text of canonical literature. Finally, while the excerpts appear to 

be decontextualised, they are always somehow framed, whether by titles and indications 

of sentiments, by the co-text, or by a teacher.  
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5.2 CASE STUDY 2: A Chapbook Merchant of Venice?  

 

Since the publication of the Lambs’ Tales, transforming Shakespeare’s plays intro prose has 

become one of the most frequently used methods for making his work accessible to 

children. Prosifying a play text unavoidably results in the inscription of direct speech into 

a narrative framework. The addition of such a narrative voice is particularly fruitful to 

children’s adaptations: by clarifying, guiding interpretation, or even judging in the child’s 

stead, a narrator can make the pre-text more instructive and/or less didactically 

problematic. The Lambs’Tales from Shakspeare clearly popularised such methods. 

However, Georgianna Ziegler has shown that the Lambs had precedents even within this 

more limited area of child-directed Shakespeares. Ziegler describes “two Shakespearean 

books of the chapbook genre” (137), both published anonymously in 1794. One is an 

adaptation based on King Lear, the other a reworking of Merchant titled The History of 

Shylock The Jew, and Anthonio [sic] The Merchant, with that of Portia And the Three 

Caskets.  

 

Ziegler devotes some paragraphs to Shylock the Jew, focusing mainly on the book’s 

chapbook identity and the “heavyhanded manner” in which it presents its morals (137). 

However, the idea of a clearly moralising chapbook is somewhat paradoxical. The 

previous chapter of this dissertation has shown that moral concern runs contrary to the 

basic definition of chapbooks; they are more usually associated with amorality. 
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Nevertheless, chapbooks were implicated in the changes affecting children’s literature 

during the second half of the eighteenth century. Traditional chapbooks were influenced 

by the newly established children’s literature, which in turn often naturally preserved 

older chapbook characteristics or consciously adopted them in an attempt to establish 

itself upon the success of the older tradition. Shylock the Jew, as will be shown, belongs to 

these hybrid forms. Furthermore, its Shakespearean content is closely connected to this 

hybridism.  

 

5.2.1 Format and Front Matter 

If outward appearances were the only criterion for defining a book as a chapbook, the case 

of Shylock the Jew would be fairly clear. Yet, even at this superficial level the book 

already shows its hybrid nature. Its overall physical presentation certainly gives the 

impression of a chapbook: it is small, measuring barely eleven by nine centimetres 

(Ziegler, correspondence), and is adorned with rough cuts. Still, at over seventy pages, 

The History easily exceeds Grenby’s definition of a chapbook as comprising twelve to 

twenty-four pages (“Chapbooks” 278, 291). Unlike earlier chapbooks, which were either 

bound in paper or not at all (Darton 73-74), this one is wrapped in board covered with 

floral paper (Ziegler, correspondence), exactly what O’Malley describes as typical for 

“hybrid” or “transitional” chapbooks (21).  

 

This formal hybridism is continued in the information given on the book’s title 

page. The title page presents the story as being “taken from Shakespeare,” giving the book 
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a certain legitimacy, but does not identify the adaptor. This anonymity is more a feature 

of chapbooks than of the modern, middle class children’s books, which usually can be 

traced back to some instance of pedagogical responsibility (O’Malley 22). Additionally, 

like many older chapbooks (Darton 75), Shylock the Jew has no indicated publisher, being 

printed simply “for the booksellers”. This vagueness in authorship and provenance gives 

the book an air of improvisation, of intraceability, and thus sets it apart from the 

individualised and professionalised middle class publication circuit.  

 

Some differences can be discerned between titles of chapbook stories and those of 

more modern children’s books. The difference is clear, for example, in such chapbook 

titles as Cinderella, or the History of the Little Glass Slipper or The Most Excellent and 

Delightful History of Guy, Earl of Warwick on the one hand, and, on the other hand, 

titles of middle class children’s books like Ellenor Fenn’s Cobwebs to Catch Flies; Or, 

Dialogues in Short Sentences, Adapted to Children from the Age of Three to Eight Years. 

Moral children’s literature primarily advertises itself not as an enjoyable pastime, but as a 

lesson: it communicates its suitability for children and its didactic value. Chapbooks more 

often use their subtitles to announce such matters as adventures, sensational events, or 

comical traits. The title page of this book does both, focusing first on the dispute between 

Shylock and Antonio; and then referring in its second part to the second, romantic plot of 

Portia and the three caskets. The sensational aspects of the flesh-bond were clearly 

communicated in the title of the first quarto edition of the original play, which spoke of 

“the extreame crueltie of Shylocke the Iewe / . . . in cutting a iust pound / of [Antonio’s] 
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flesh. . . ” Perhaps because of the pedagogical sensitivity to scaring children with such 

grotesque horrors, the title page of this book is thus not as sensational as it could have 

been; nor does it include such alluring terms as “delightful,” “fabulous” or “wonderful,” 

often found in chapbooks. Besides, it also mentions that the book is “adapted to the minds 

of young children,” thereby responding to the increased attention for children’s specific 

needs.  

 

Furthermore, the book contains a brief preface, the presence of which in itself is 

rather uncommon for traditional chapbooks. Its contents certainly seem occasioned by an 

attempt to imitate the practical and moral children’s literature, but unlike in the prefaces 

previously discussed, Shylock the Jew’s sounds rather generic. The author begins by 

explaining the universal appreciation and popularity of Shakespeare’s work by constantly 

wavering between its instructive and divertive qualities: in a single paragraph, the text 

goes back and forth from “entertainment” to “morality and sentiment”(7) 18. Similar 

validations of Shakespeare’s merit were widely spread, perhaps so much so that, as 

suggested in Wollstonecraft’s Reader, such views were already becoming predictable. In 

fact, the lack of more specific comments certainly makes this particular preface appear 

somewhat uninspired. The author invokes the typical eighteenth-century dulce et utile 

 
 
 
 
                                                 
18. Some numbers are omitted in the pagination of this book: it jumps from page 37 to 55, and again from 78 

to 96. The text is however intact. Page numbers in the citations refer to the printed page numbers.  
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but presents instruction and amusement merely as two separate advantages, without 

elucidating the pedagogical merits of such a combination. Lacking both a less stereotypical 

commentary on Shakespeare and the finer didactic reflections demonstrated in the 

anthologies, this preface does not move beyond obligatory but generalised platitudes.  

 

Though its first paragraph begins with a balancing act - quite literally - of 

instruction and entertainment, the author ends it with some six lines focusing entirely on 

instruction. In the second paragraph, he further states that “Shakespeare would afford an 

ample field, for the youth of both sexes, to … gather the flowers of knowledge in” (8). 

What the author is doing here is promoting his own work through the reputation of 

Shakespeare’s, and keeping the focus firmly on the merits of the latter: only in the final 

few lines does he proceed from discussing Shakespeare’s work towards his own treatment 

of it. In doing so, he changes course just as the balance had begun to hang in favour of 

instruction: though Shakespeare may well be a garden of knowledge,  

 

To take his fable [plotline, story] will be the principal design, and his moral 

sentiments that are the most easy to be understood, will be introduced as 

occasion offers, in order to make it as agreeable as possible, and unite pleasure 

with profit (8-9, my italics). 

 

Though this announcement clearly communicates a certain moral preoccupation, 

inscribing the book within the category of hybrid chapbooks aimed at the lower middle 
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classes who shared the moral inclinations but not the wealth of the higher middle classes, 

the analysis of the story will show that not the noun phrase, “moral sentiments,” in itself, 

but its qualification and the temporal clause are the central elements of this sentence.  

 

5.2.2 The Story Adapted to Children 

Child-directed Shakespeare adaptations can be said to perform broadly two types of 

transforming actions upon the original texts: they adapt not only for children, but also to 

children. That is, they adapt or use Shakespeare’s texts so that these can “improve” and 

thus “adapt” the child readers; and they adapt them to the minds, that is, the 

understanding and interests, of these young readers. The title page of this book presents 

the version inside as “adapted to the minds of young children” (my italics), but then its 

author or publisher was probably uninterested in such linguistic hair-splitting, and 

possibly did not even distinguish both mechanisms, as they so naturally go together. 

Nevertheless, an analysis of the adaptation will demonstrate that its adaptor in fact 

adapted more to than for children.  

 

The clarity with which Shylock the Jew presents the story of Merchant is 

remarkable, and suggests that the mental capacities of a child have been taken into 

account. The book is neatly structured into four chapters, each of which is preceded by a 

brief, factual summary and further divided into paragraphs cleanly separated by blank 

lines. The first chapter is limited to a “step-by-step” overview of the characters and their 

predicaments. This expositional transparency is continued once the story begins. The plot 
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itself is closely followed, but the focus always remains on the two main stories: the scenes 

of Launcelot, the fool, are mainly cut, and Jessica’s elopement is summarised in only a few 

sentences. Portia’s part of the story is also limited to Bassanio’s successful wooing, 

omitting the previous suitors, but this was standard contemporary stage practice and thus 

not a cut made particularly to simplify the story for children. The author takes other 

measures to avoid confusion. Portia’s situation is explained in the first chapter, but 

recapitulated when the scene shifts to Belmont and her part of the story (57). By devoting 

a separate chapter to these scenes, the business at Venice is never interrupted, as it is in 

the play, with that of Belmont, and each chapter is characterised by a neat unity of place.  

 

The narration itself mixes the narrator’s voice and Shakespeare’s, but many verbal 

echoes of the latter are integrated into the summaries of the former. The following 

excerpt, taken from the scene where Bassanio is about to choose in the casket game, serves 

as a suitable example of the style: “Bassanio, impatient to know his destiny, begs to make 

his election immediately, as living in uncertainty is living on the rack. Finding she could 

not persuade him from chusing [sick] the caskets immediately, she placed them out” (62-

63). A large part of the dialogue is reported in plain recapitulation, but Bassanio’s original 

“For as I am, I live upon the rack” (3.2.25) is incorporated at the level of the narrator. The 

author also frequently quotes from the original text literally or almost literally, especially 

from Shylock’s lines: almost all his longer speeches are included. The quotes are usually 

inserted between quotation marks; occasionally they are explicitly introduced as 

“Shakespeare’s own language” (15, 100). Some of the play’s rhyming couplets are included 
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–for example, Jessica’s “Farewell, and if my fortunes be not cross’d, / I have a father, he 

[“you” in Shakespeare] a daughter lost” (38)–, and these are italicised and set off from the 

main text, which highlights their poetic quality. The overall impression is one of 

deference to and delight in the original text, and of an author that, perhaps contrary to 

what could be surmised from the lack of specific comments in the preface, certainly knew 

his Merchant.  

 

The integration of original lines into the narrative voice does not appear unnatural. 

As shown by the example included above, he tone is generally straightforward and 

steadily paced, hardly ever slowing down for descriptions or authorial comments but 

merely reporting the conversational flow of the original dialogue. At some points in the 

text, the author does include metatextual commentary, guiding the young reader, or 

hearer. For example, when the two couples at Belmont – Bassanio and Portia, Gratiano 

and Nerissa– exchange the rings which will be at the centre of the comical dispute at the 

end of the play, the narrator explicitly states that the matter will be relevant later on, thus 

directing the child’s attention (68). Later, when the scene shifts from the men on their 

way back to Venice to the ladies in Belmont, the change is clearly indicated: “Leaving 

[Bassanio, Lorenzo, and Gratiano] on their journey, we shall relate what the ladies did in 

their absence.” (69). The explicit presence of the narrator, and the simple narration of 

actions make the text appear like a written report of an orally recounted event. 
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The four pictures, like the language, are quite plain and it is hard to discern any 

elements of symbolism related to the play. One image is so unspecific that it could easily 

be inserted in a number of stories; it simply depicts a young, fashionable man, probably 

Antonio, though nothing connects the picture to the Antonio in the play (78). Two other 

cuts show an elderly, bearded man sitting at a desk (31); and a young woman near an 

opened chest holding what looks like a chain of pearls in her hand (55). While these two 

cuts are still quite co-optable, rather than merely suggesting the possible appearance of 

one of the characters, they depict actual actions performed during the story: the first most 

likely represents Shylock writing the bond, the second his daughter, Jessica, taking her 

father’s gold. The final image connects most closely to the text: it unmistakeably 

represents the trial scene, showing the judge and onlookers, and of course Shylock in his 

“Jewish gaberdine” (1.3.107), already holding the scales with which he will weigh 

Antonio’s flesh (104). The inclusion of images was likely intended mainly to make the 

book more attractive and entertaining. While the cuts do not seem to bear any instructive 

message, especially those illustrating the trial scene and the drafting of the bond function 

in a way similar to the narrator’s meta-comments: they communicate the significance of 

crucial scenes and thus conduct the child’s attention towards that which is important.  

 

Most of the time, the narrator does not betray his presence through meta-

commentary but operates in a more concealed manner. There are a few instances where 

the narrative voice does not only guide the child through the plot, but also towards a 

certain interpretation. Unsurprisingly, Shylock is the main victim in these cases. For 
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instance, when he is preparing to dine with Antonio, his intentions, already malicious in 

Shakespeare, are elaborated in a way that makes him appear even more malevolent. 

Shakespeare’s Shylock is unenthusiastic about the dinner, but decides to “go in hate, to 

feed upon / the prodigal Christian” (2.5.14-15). Leaving home, he expresses his disgust for 

the masques being performed that evening (2.5.28-36). The Shylock of Shylock the Jew on 

the contrary, is “in twenty minds whether he would go to [the masques], or Bassanio’s 

feast”. Eventually, “his desire to help Bassanio waste his borrowed money” triumphs even 

over the prospect of personal pleasure at the masques (34-35). This adaptation makes 

Shylock appear even more spiteful than he is in the original. However, such apparently 

deliberate contradictions of what is plainly said in the play reinforce, but do not 

significantly alter the characters.  

 

Figure 2 The Trial Scene, Shylock the Jew 
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These reinforcements are much more frequently made through explicit 

characterisation. This tactic is used on “[t]he tender-hearted Portia” (67) and “Anthonio 

[sic] who was all meekness and patience” (97); but, as expected, it again affects Shylock 

most. Before we are even meeting him he is already described as being of “the most savage 

[character] that can be imagined (19-20). During Bassanio and Antonio’s negotiation with 

Shylock, the latter is constantly represented as disingenuous and cunning: his Bible story, 

which he implements as a justification for his usury, is spoken “in an artful manner (23); 

he is termed “the artful Jew” (27) before he suggests the flesh bond; and his bewilderment 

at Bassanio’s distrust of this bond is described as “seeming” (29). All of these descriptions 

are given before the corresponding speech is inserted. By revealing Shylock’s offer to be 

insincere even before it is proposed to Antonio and the reader, the author prevents the 

child from making Antonio’s mistake of believing the bond to be but a “merry sport” 

(1.3.141), thus guiding the young reader towards the correct interpretation without the 

possibility of a detour. Again, the impression of Shylock thus created does not divert from 

that given in the original play at all: the narrative voice pre-interprets for the child, but 

does not re-interpret.  

 

Indeed, the book’s representations of the characters all have a solid basis in the 

pre-text, and the narrative processes used in the text do not seem to have been included 

with the intent of transforming them in any way. The goal is probably more to eliminate 

the chances that children will interpret the text in ways not foreseen and approved by the 
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author. These methods are thus part of the techniques used to increase the clarity of the 

text’s meaning. 

 

5.2.3 A Message for Children?  

By modifying characters and actions or revealing their nature before the child has been 

offered the material upon which such deductions could be based, the text shows a 

tendency to limit the range of children’s interpretations. These adjustments should not be 

read as conscious attempts to disambiguate the morality of the story or to impose a moral 

message upon it. In fact, a moral focus or even a concern to protect the child from 

unsuitable or unedifying elements is conspicuously absent throughout large parts of the 

text.  

 

For one, there are only a few cuts that clearly censor “adult” topics. In Portia’s 

overview, her mocking descriptions of the Scottish and English lord are cut, but so they 

were in acting texts, probably for fear of offending either nationality; references to 

cuckoldry in the final ring debacle are omitted, but then the whole episode is dealt with 

rather quickly, and, in fact, Portia and Nerissa still teasingly tell their husbands of their 

having been “in bed” with, respectively, the doctor and the clerk (111). The strategically 

placed cuts in Shylock’s biblical story are in fact the only ones clearly intended to clean up 

the language (23-24).  
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In the court scene, the Christians are whitewashed through the deletion of 

Shylock’s reference to slavery and of their own vicious remarks towards the Jew and his 

race. Correspondingly, Antonio’s goodness is underlined; but elsewhere, the reports of his 

rude behaviour are preserved. This may hint that it was the dramatic quality of the trial 

scene rather than the need to transform Antonio into a perfectly gentle, moral character 

that prompted the cut: as in Burgh, the author was perhaps mainly intent on avoiding an 

erosion of the power of the trial scene through comments that soften, however slightly, 

the opposition between the victim and the villain.  

 

Because of the plot-driven nature of the text, there is little room for reflection. 

Commenting on the “round about way” (15) in which Bassanio asks Antonio to lend him 

money a second time, the narrator observes; “Our knowing we are already under 

obligation, puts a certain check upon the mind, when we are obliged to solicit another 

from the same party, however good-natured and truly friendly they may be” (14). 

Elsewhere, the reader is warned that “the pleasures of this world are as fleeting as the air” 

(65), but these remarks, except for the final moral, which I will discuss in a moment, are 

as close to moral observations as the text comes to be.  

 

The preface did announce that morality would take a second seat to the “fable,”, 

yet even when the moral elements seems fairly “easy to be understood” and can be 

“introduced as occasion offers,” (8-9) they are frequently neglected. One such missed 

moral opportunity is Nerissa’s urging Portia to trust her father’s ploy. This remark is cut, 
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and so the opportunity for a digression on parental wisdom or authority is lost (57-59). 

Jessica’s elopement could be expected to be seen as either problematic, or a convenient 

location for moral comments on the relationship between parents and children. Shylock 

the Jew preserves the elopement, and removes the small soliloquy in which Jessica first 

chides herself for being ashamed of her father, and then rationalises her flight (3.3.16-19), 

thus leaving the event without any form of moral comment. Finally, the scenes related to 

the obtaining of Portia’s hand all contribute to one of the main moral messages of the 

play: that appearances deceive. Bassanio’s attempt, which includes elaborate reflections on 

this subject, is shortened. When it is revealed that he has chosen the correct casket, the 

lovers are overjoyed that “chance crown’d them at last” (63-64), a strange conclusion: the 

casket game is clearly based on virtue; “chance” is most indubitably not its point.  

 

The final, explicit moral commentary included at the end of the story is also quite 

misplaced. It tells the reader “[t]hat howsoever fortune may frown, or let things appear 

ever so intricate, if we trust in the all-wise providence, we need not fear; but every 

doubtful appearance of things will be brought to a happy conclusion” (112). As Ziegler 

says, “the sentiment expressed here is so general, it might apply to a number of stories” 

(Ziegler 138). Oddly enough, one story it might not apply to is The Merchant of Venice. 

At best, “doubtful appearance” could be taken as a reference to the theme of false 

appearances, but the conclusion that the key is to trust providence is entirely out of place 

after a story in which unworldly matters are almost entirely irrelevant: the main crisis is 

resolved not through chance or divine providence, but through Portia’s human agency.  
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The morals are thus, as Ziegler stated, heavy-handed indeed. This might certainly 

be due to the fact that the book is intended for young children, but the boldness of the 

few moral precepts included could also be a selling point to make a book that is, in fact, 

not obviously moral or even very instructional more appealing to middle class parents. 

What the book mainly focuses on is the presentation of a good story. While in the moral 

children’s literature, entertainment serves learning or “improvement,” here, a thin veil of 

learning seems to be included to legitimise entertainment. The inclusion of some moral 

elements, however scarce, might have enabled the publication of a book focused on 

entertaining in a period during which children’s books were generally not supposed to be 

only entertaining.  

 

5.2.4 Conclusions 

While the preface may suggest that the author had mainly found an easy way to capitalise 

on the markets for both Shakespeare and children, the text itself shows great care for 

both. Hateley, speaking of course about contemporary versions, states that a subordination 

of language to plot is “endemic” in children’s Shakespeares (3). This does not seem to be 

the case in this early retelling. The attention to simplification and clarity does not inhibit 

the inclusion of Shakespeare’s original language; often, the Shakespearean source is given 

even in cases where pre-interpretation has already made it redundant to the plot. Such 

instances further strengthen the impression of a love for Shakespeare’s own language, and 

a desire to share it.  



 76

 

The introduction of this section suggested that, if a chapbook is explicitly 

concerned with morals, it is not exactly a chapbook, at least not in the strict sense of the 

word. Shylock the Jew, upon closer inspection, is revealed to be neither a typical 

chapbook nor all too morally concerned. The preface invokes Shakespeare’s reputation 

and his moral instruction, but the morals are rather superficially imposed, if present at all. 

Shakespeare, on the other hand, is everywhere, sometimes his lines are explicitly 

attributed to him, and the fact that presenting his story will be the main concern is 

advertised already in the preface. These choices make the book a somewhat atypical 

chapbook hybrid: its attempt to make itself respectable is based, not on the inclusion of 

moral commentary, but on an emphasis on Shakespeare. The metanarrative of 

Shakespeare as a moral and respectable author can thus be said to work here as a 

substitute to adjustments to the ideological metanarratives of children’s literature.  
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5.3 CASE STUDY 3: The Merchant of Venice as performed by 

schoolboys 

 

In the act of adapting Shakespeare’s plays for children, the versions discussed and alluded 

to until now have all more or less detached the texts from their original theatrical origins. 

This is true even for The Family Shakspeare : the Bowdler’s adaptations may look like 

acting texts on the page, but their preface is entirely preoccupied with the act of reading19; 

not once does it hint at the possibility of a performance based on the book’s contents. One 

slight exception to the above statement would be the two long excerpts included in 

Burgh’s Art of Speaking. Burgh’s selections, unlike those of the other anthologists, 

preserve the interactive and dynamic nature of the drama; in this sense they could be 

considered a miniature play. This case study shows how a full Shakespeare play could be 

adapted for children while staying within the medium of the drama. Unlike The Family 

Shakspeare, the version of Merchant that will be discussed here is a true acting text: as the 

title page announces, it represents the play as “a Comedy, altered from Shakespeare, as it 

 
 
 
 
                                                 
19. For example: “. . . it is hoped that the present publication will be approved by those who wish to make 

the young reader acquainted with the various beauties of this writer” (vii), “my object is to 

Offer these Plays to the public in such a state, that they may be read with pleasure in all companies” (vii), “. . 

. the present publication, which is intended to be read in private societies. . . “ (xi).  
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was acted at Reading school, in October 1802.” The name of the adaptor is not indicated 

on the page, but literary journals of the period assign the preparation of the text to 

Richard Valpy, Reading school’s headmaster at the time20.  

 

As the title page does not explicitly advertise the adaptation as being designed for 

children, some explanations as to why I have included this text are in place. 

Contemporary criticism and Valpy’s other play adaptations reveal that Reading school was 

not simply the host to a theatre company of adults: The Critical Review, for instance, 

speaks of “King John, as it was performed by the young gentlemen of Reading school” 

(235), and a review of Valpy’s Merchant in The British Critic refers to “the theatrical 

amusements of his scholars” with a familiarity that suggests that these performances were 

quite well-known (192). The play was thus performed by, rather than for children. Yet, 

like the child actors of Shakespeare’s day, Reading’s pupils were no puppets simply 

dangled by the text’s strings; they are producers of the performance, but also receptors of 

the text they stage. The Reading acting text of Merchant can thus be expected to show 

traces of child-directed adaptation. Nevertheless, its status within the context of child-

 
 
 
 
                                                 
20. See for example Art. 21. -The Merchant of Venice, a Comedy, Altered from Shakespeare, as It Was Acted 

at Reading School, in October, 1802, for the Benefit of the Literary Fund. 8vo. 2s. Pridden. 1802." The 

British Critic for January, February, March, April, May, and. Vol. 21. London: F. and C. Rivington, 1803. 

192-93. Google Books. 
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directed Shakespeare is more complicated than that of the publications previously 

examined, as the second part of this case study will reveal.  

 

5.3.1 The Text Itself 

The preface of Valpy’s Merchant lacks the usual indications found in children’s books that 

assure parents and educators that the content within is suitable for children. Neither does 

it give any direct educational or instructional advice. Instead, the “Advertisement” is 

restricted to surveying and motivating the main adjustments made during the adaptation 

process, without referring to its target audience. The acting text itself is preceded and 

followed by a prologue and an epilogue. In what follows, the relation of these two 

additional texts to the play adaptation itself will be examined, as well as the nature of the 

alterations made. 

 

Quite a few of Valpy’s changes distinguish his text from “adult” acting versions. 

The adjustments are announced in the preface and can be categorised into three main 

groups. Valpy’s governing rule is staying true to the original text, except of course where 

Shakespeare’s language is grammatically incorrect or morally dubious (n. pag.). On a more 

in-depth moral level, because “the principles of Christianity ought to be inculcated by the 

arguments of love and charity” and the present public “revolts at the idea of arming the 

followers of the Prince of Peace with the weapons of persecution” the “more than 

Mahometan violence” which forces Shylock to convert to Christianity is cut (n. pag.). 

Shylock thus remains a Jew. A final area of adjustment, one that distinguishes Valpy’s 
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version also from other child-directed adaptations in the corpus, is that made on account 

of taste. Valpy cuts anything related to the ring confusion on the basis of its being 

“inconsistent with that purity of style and sentiment which does so much credit to the 

present taste of the British nation” (n. pag.). Of course, the different categories are not 

clear-cut, and as will be shown, especially the moral and stylistic concerns are 

interconnected. 

 

Where language is concerned, Valpy quite plainly does as promised in the preface. 

A “you and I” is grammatically corrected to “you and me” (5421), Shylock’s rudely told 

biblical story is cleansed (18), Launcelot no longer speculates about his father’s adultery 

(23), and Portia does not joke to Nerissa about making the Venetians “think we are 

accomplished / with what we lack” in their cross-dressing (3.4.61-62; Valpy 63). 

Expressions that amount to “taking the Lord’s name in vain” are rephrased; additionally, 

unnecessary lines where the action or sentiment is immoral, such as Jessica’s stealing her 

father’s money (39), are also cut. In its treatment of linguistic, religious, and moral 

objections, Valpy’s edition was thus essentially a bowdlerisation avant la lettre.  

 

 
 
 
 
                                                 
21. Page numbers refers to Valpy’s edition, which has no line numbers; acts and scene indications to the 

Arden edition of Merchant of Venice. 
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However, Valpy went beyond mere bowdlerisation. First, he makes some 

structural changes to the final two acts. The most specific reason given for the omission of 

the episode of the ring exchange is that its culmination at the play’s very end interferes 

with the climax created by what Valpy considers one of Shakespeare’s best sequences, the 

trial scene in the fourth act. Valpy’s desire to end on a high note leads him to conclude the 

play almost directly after this scene: the post-trial action is limited to the revelation that 

Portia and Nerissa were the lawyer and the clerk. Nevertheless, the other scenes of the 

fourth act –Lorenzo and Jessica’s idyllic romance at Belmont, and Portia’s and Nerissa’s 

return– are not cut, but relocated before the trial scene. So, Portia’s comment when 

spotting the lights from her house upon her return to Belmont –“How far that little candle 

throws his beams! / So shines a good deed in a naughty world” (5.1.89-90) is now spoken 

as she leaves Belmont for Venice (60). The effect is one of signalling what is, in Valpy’s 

set-up, to follow. Through this reorganisation, Valpy anticipates the play’s moral highlight 

and protects it from being deflated by the comedy of a domestic conflict and a romantic 

meeting between two minor characters. Unlike the Bowdlers, who cut “immoral” lines 

but made it a point that “not a single line is added” (original italics, vii), Valpy also 

concludes the central scene by offering an explicit moral, one much more appropriate 

than the pasted-on lines in Shylock The Jew: 

 

Let these dangers past  

teach you to scan the chances of this world; 

And to Misfortune deal the courtesies  
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Of gentle Mercy and Humanity! (82) 

 

In Shakespeare’s pre-text, Bassanio’s successful choosing in the casket game is 

effectively underscored by contrasting it to the failures of the previous suitors, Morocco 

and Arragon. Contemporary stage versions of The Merchant of Venice delete these failing 

suitors. In the Reading acting text, the effect of the opposition between the success of 

Bassanio’s virtues and the failure of the Princes’ vices is preserved: the characters are cut, 

but the relevant parts of their speeches are salvaged by ascribing them to Bassanio. The 

latter is given Arragon’s lines clarifying the rules of the casket game (45): the suitor 

cannot reveal which casket he chose, and if he chooses wrongly, must leave Belmont and 

never marry (2.9.9-16). The inscriptions associated with each of the caskets, originally 

spoken by Arragon and Morocco, are also pronounced by Bassanio, together with the 

morally sound parts of their reflections upon the gold and silver caskets: the gold is “what 

many men desire,” but many men are easily blinded by show; the suitor choosing the 

silver casket “shall get as much as he deserves,” but many men receive honours they 

deserve not (46-48). Arragon’s “I will assume desert” (2.9.51) becomes “I’ll not assume 

desert” (47): Bassanio is not arrogant enough to assume he deserves Portia; he chooses the 

lead casket, which means he “must give and hazard all he hath” (2.7.9). Through his 

inclusion of the rules and his presentation of the alternatives and their attractive, 

reasonable, but morally inferior promises, Valpy communicates what the stakes are for 

Bassanio, and ensures that the full extent of the virtue demonstrated in his moral choice is 

clear.  
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The text itself contains no notes or glosses, but is preceded and followed by a 

prologue and an epilogue. The epilogue is fairly irrelevant here, as it is more closely 

connected to the play’s purpose than to the play itself. Like many performances at 

reading, Merchant was a benefit for a charity, in this case, the Literary Fund; the epilogue 

simply explains that artistic talents need financial support, and proceeds to ask for 

donations. The prologue is more interesting to the subject at hand. It describes how 

Britain will attain a bright future through commerce, colonialism, and trade, and speaks of 

“royal merchants” and “their barks” (n. pag.), thus forecasting the setting and characters of 

the play. Furthermore, it asserts that labour, skill, and industry will “ev’ry baser substance 

turn to gold” (n. pag), invoking the symbols used in the caskets plot. In the final stanza, 

the prologue openly refers to Bassanio’s choice and draws its moral into the real and actual 

context by opposing Britain to Spain, with which it was at war at the time: Spain “pines in 

poverty” now the silver mines of Potosi are becoming exhausted, whereas industrious 

Britain thrives on the “rude ores” extracted from “our northern mountains” (n. pag.). 

Shakespeare’s Venice is thus used as a mirror image for contemporary Britain, the 

symbolism of the caskets plot utilised to explicitate the current commercial ideology. The 

morals are not only clarified, but also shown in their relevance to modern life.  

 

5.3.2 The Text in Context 

Valpy’s adaptation shows a concern for moral signposting and censorship appropriate to 

children’s writing and absent from the commercial theatrical performances of Merchant. 
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However, the text’s position, both within this corpus and within the early nineteenth-

century marketplace of children’s literature, is rather ambiguous. Aside from his theatrical 

publications, Valpy also authored a number of textbooks for the use of his school. 

Therefore, it makes sense to consider his play adaptations as part of his broad school-

related output. To an extent, they are, but a closer examination of the co-texts and 

contexts of Valpy’s plays sheds a different light on their identity.  

 

It is unclear why exactly Valpy’s adaptations were published. One possibility is 

that they were sold to raise extra money, another that they were meant to be re-used, 

perhaps in other schools. Drama was, in fact, regularly applied to educational purposes. 

Theatrical performances seem to have already been a regular part of elite school life, not 

only at Reading: Valpy himself stated that performing plays at school had been 

“sanctioned by the practice of many ages, and of many venerable establishments” (Poems 

vii-viii). In The Child Reader, Grenby describes how in the latter half of the century, the 

canon of children’s drama that was already developing received a new impetus in the 1771 

publication and 1781 translation of Madame de Genlis’ collection of moral children’s 

plays, The Theatre of Education (118).  

 

Valpy’s Merchant, however, neither resembles de Genlis’ plays nor 

approximates the conventions of children’s print culture. Valpy did not write a brief, 

didactic, small-cast children’s play as de Genlis did, but adopted a play forming part of the 

general repertory. Moreover, his title page and preface do not flaunt the text’s suitability 
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for children in any way. In its avoidance of morally and grammatically incorrect 

sentences, Valpy’s adaptation does in fact connect to the anthologists’ concern for both 

moral and rhetorical instruction, but his announcement of this design remains untouched 

by any reference to children. Instead, Valpy invokes The Jew of Venice (n. pag.), Lord 

Lansdowne’s 1701 adaptation of Merchant, which cut, added and altered profusely. This 

version had held the stage until Macklin had installed the practice of performing 

Merchant in a much more authentic version in 1741 (Lelyveld 21). The deletion of casual 

references to God is framed as a contribution to the “purification of the Stage” (n. pag.) 

not as part of the instruction of a child. Finally, Valpy’s removal of the rings subplot is 

motivated as an adaptation to contemporary stylistic preferences, its presence in 

Shakespeare’s original text stereotypically excused as a concession to the unrefined tastes 

of Elizabethan audiences. In short, in motivating his adjustments, Granville operates 

within the framework of general Shakespeare criticism and theatrical conventions rather 

than that of children’s education or entertainment. 

 

It is important to remember that the play was performed before adults, and 

therefore had to be engaging not just for children. Another explanation as to why Valpy 

was so entirely silent about his educational goals could be that the text’s being issued by a 

renowned schoolmaster made its instructive aims clear enough. More convincing is the 

fact that the actors were all boys, whose access to literature was generally less strictly 

monitored than that of girls. Furthermore, the boys performing at Reading were not 

exactly young children anymore. An indication as to their age can be found in the cast 
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list: playing Lorenzo is A.J. Valpy, son of Richard Valpy, and, incidentally, a future 

Shakespeare editor. Valpy Jr. would have been fourteen or fifteen in 1802. Though the 

eighteenth century had no concept of what we would call “teenagers,” it would certainly 

distinguish between children at the start of their formal training, and boys who had 

already undergone several years of schooling and were beginning to approach manhood.  

 

A look through contemporary magazines offers another insight into the 

discrepancy between the content of Valpy’s actual Merchant, and its publication. An 1802 

commentary on Valpy’s Merchant in the Critical Review bears traces of a disagreement 

between Valpy and the critics;  

 

Dr. Valpy seems to be, very unreasonably, displeased with us . . .  In our criticisms 

on his former dramas, we have ceded to him the right of altering the plays of any 

authors in what manner he pleases, provided he will allow us to consider them as 

designed only for school-boys; but this is not enough; we must say, unqualifiedly, 

that he is able to amend Shakspeare. With the greatest deference and respect for his 

classic talents, we certainly cannot compliment him so highly as a poet . . .  (Review 

1802  477) 

 

To Valpy’s Merchant itself, The Review had no objections; “[t]he circumstance of the 

rings in the fifth act of the present play is assuredly not very decently related; and 

therefore we think the editor both prudent and praise-worthy in keeping it out of the 
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hands and heads of his scholars” (Review 1802 477). The critique referred to is found in an 

earlier review of Valpy’s King John, in which Valpy was accused of replacing perfectly 

acceptable lines with inferior ones of his own (Review 1801 235-36). The preface to 

Merchant, published after this review, contained a few lines of retaliation in which Valpy 

argued the inconsistence of allowing the adaptations of Dryden, Garrick, and the like, but 

criticising his (n. pag.). The Review responded that cleansed versions had their use on the 

stage, but “what man of mature age and classic taste ever took up their mutilations in his 

study, when he could lay his hand on the original author?” (Review 1802 478).  

 

Disentangling the exact argument in this series of exchanges would lead us too far 

here. The precise bone of contention is variedly defined, the issues upon which Valpy is 

being judged confused, and the grounds shift from cuts and new lines unwarranted even 

for a children’s stage, over the propriety of rewriting for general adult editions, towards 

the difference between adapting for the stage or as an improvement independent of 

context. One can hardly help the impression that there was some degree of 

misunderstanding from both sides. Still, the squabble is significant. It shows at the very 

least that Valpy was sensitive about his work; moreover, the fact that when questioned 

about his editing practices, he defended them, again, by evoking the general context of 

Shakespeare editing –the versions of famed editors or actors like Dryden and Garrick– 

rather than a concern for the morality of youth, suggests that The Review may well have 

been correct in its guess that Valpy had dramatic ambitions beyond a pupil’s stage. This in 

turn, could explain why the title page and preface of Merchant are so unspecific.  
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If this is true, as The Review seemed to think it was, then Valpy’s designs ran 

contrary to the tendencies in the Shakespearean printing industry as explained in the 

contextual chapters of this dissertation. The Shakespearean market was evolving from one 

aimed at scholarly adults to one directed at various niches. Valpy, apparently, desired texts 

that originated in a desire to offer “safe” acting texts to a niche group of boys to supplant 

the stage texts used in more general contexts. By 1802, as mentioned, the acting text of 

The Merchant of Venice was a “restored” version that made only a few cuts. Even though 

Valpy’s King John actually did reach Covent Garden, The Critical Review and other 

literary journals consistently kept identifying his plays as adaptations for young men, 

demonstrating the increasing segmentation of the Shakespearean marketplace. The 

opposition between a monolithic Shakespeare and a multiform body of diversified 

Shakespearean texts is crystallised in The Critical Review’s rhetorical question quoted 

above: contrary to what Valpy might imagine, a “man of mature age” does not read 

expurgated texts. What that implies, in a broader sense, is a recognition of the fact that 

different types of readers will consume different versions of Shakespeare, and that 

children were considered an audience that could warrant the preparation of separate text 

types. The question quoted thus suggests the delineation of Shakespeare versions directed 

at specific sets of consumers, but it is important to note that children’s versions are 

recognised, but not explicitly defined here. Instead, the question identifies adult male’s 

versions. However, these nevertheless come to distinguish themselves precisely by not 
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being expurgated or otherwise adapted, that is, by not being what children’s versions, but 

perhaps not only children’s versions, are.  

 

While the adjustments made in Valpy’s acting text reveal relatively little about the 

way these eighteenth century boys were taught Shakespeare, it does give some additional 

impressions of the concerns that were involved in the adaptation for children, and also 

demonstrates that children’s engagement with Shakespeare had not become solely 

restricted to reading prosed versions or performing excerpts. Most importantly though, 

this version stands as a testimony to the evolutions occurring within the eighteenth-

century adaptation industry: the comments in The Review clearly point to the 

demarcation of a particular field of children’s versions as different from adult’s texts.  
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5.4 CASE STUDY 4: A Post-Lamb Merchant of Venice 

 

While the second case study has demonstrated that the Lambs were not the first to 

transform Shakespearean plays into prose in order to facilitate their consumption by a 

young audience, there is little doubt that the Tales were highly productive to the 

establishment of prosified Shakespeare. This final case study will examine The Merchant 

of Venice as presented in a post-Lamb collection of prosed plays: Elizabeth Wright 

Macauley’s 1822 Tales of the Drama. While Macauley’s collection can be considered a 

continuation of or an attempt to capitalise on the Lambs’Tales –it does in fact fill some 

commercial gaps by tackling plays they neglected–, its version of Merchant is a much 

more thorough reworking than Mary Lamb’s or indeed any of the items referred to in this 

corpus. The resultant text constitutes an exhaustive retelling that is in fact a true 

“reversion” strongly reconfigured to fit both a child’s interests and the changed cultural 

and ideological context. 

 

The collection’s preface announces some of the characteristics of Macauley’s tales. 

It states explicitly that the plays are arranged for “youthful minds” (vii) and will serve to 

improve children’s familiarity with “the beauties of the British stage,” but also expresses 

its hopes of “extending that knowledge to family circles where the drama itself is 

forbidden” (vi). Even while acknowledging the existence of anti-theatrical tendencies, the 

preface also specifies that Macauley, being an actress herself, attempted to preserve the 



 91

“dramatic concealment of the plot”, “colloquial wit” and “scenic effect” wherever morality 

allowed it (vii). The alignment to the theatre shown in the preface diametrically opposes 

Charles Lamb’s anti-theatre stance: Lamb disapproved of the elaborate staging of the 

theatre because it stifled the imagination. The collection further inscribes itself within the 

stereotypical tradition of combination of entertainment and instruction (ix). Nonetheless, 

unlike many other children’s texts Macauley does not subordinate one to the other in her 

concrete retelling, creating instead a text that both moralizes more profoundly and 

entertains more clearly than either Shylock the Jew or Mary Lamb’s Merchant.  

 

5.4.1 Compelling Retelling 

While Macauley’s stories are in the first place “strictly obedient” to morality and religion 

(vii), her Merchant also shows a strong intent to amuse. The text contains a number of 

elegant illustrations which support comprehension and immerse the child into the story 

through imaginative visualisation. The depiction of the romantic conversation between 

Lorenzo and Jessica, for example, if not exactly unrealistic, transports the spectator to an 

idealised locus amoenus (fig. 2), clearly foregrounding the pleasure of reading and of 

engaging with the story. 

 

In catering to the child’s supposed interests and tastes, Macauley also exerts a 

significant amount of control over the pre-text. This is clear from the tale’s very 

beginning: instead of dropping the audience in the busy hassle of Venice, as Shakespeare, 

Mary Lamb, and the anonymous author of Shylock the Jew did, Macauley opts for the 
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idyllic world of Belmont as the entrance point of the story (280). This modification of the 

narrative chronology sets the scene for a romance rather than presenting the text as a less 

immediately fascinating story of bankruptcy, credit, and loans. Yet, while Macauley’s 

story begins in a romantically remote setting, most of the figures in the drawings, and all 

of the ladies, are dressed in recognizable, contemporary costumes that project the events 

into the present and make the action relatable to the child.  

 

 

 

Figure 2 Illustration of Lorenzo and Jessica at Belmont, Tales of the Drama 304 

 

 

While she does not forego the summaries that occupy a substantial part of Shylock 

the Jew, Macauley often makes use of a much more evocative type of narration, which 

frequently gives the impression that the narrator has been present at the scene. Her style 
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is aptly demonstrated in her treatment of Shylock’s defeat at the trial. While Shylock the 

Jew’s trial scene offers little more than a report of events, Macauley’s is almost filmic; 

 

. . . all present listened in trembling anxiety—and the awful pause, which followed, 

seemed like the prelude of fate! No sound was heard! the very act of breathing 

seemed almost suspended, while the doctor in an impressive manner pointed to the 

bond, and the Jew’s looks wandered in quick succession from that to the 

commanding and steady countenance of the pretended lawyer; who with a deep and 

chilling tone of voice, addressed him, saying – SHYLOCK, THIS BOND DOTH 

GIVE THEE HERE NO JOT OF BLOOD ! ! ! (298) 

 

The detailed description of the actions preceding Portia’s exclamation effectively creates 

suspense, and the scene seems to be focalised through the eyes of an onlooker. In response 

to Portia’s argument, Shylock “staggered back, the knife and scales dropped from his 

hands, and he fell gasping against a pillar . . .” (296). The report of actual actions, rather 

than sensations and gestures, re-establishes the pace and visualises the action. In 

comparison, Mary Lamb’s Shylock simply “said with a disappointed look, that he would 

take the money” (116), and Shylock the Jew does not depict Shylock’s reaction at all, 

concluding the scene after a concise summary of the main events with an almost 

dismissive “[t]he trial being thus happily ended” (108).  
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Macauley’s narration often adds details that are neither pre-textual, nor 

particularly relevant, but merely serve to enliven the scene. She ascribes traits even to 

minor characters: Gratiano is twice called “sprightly” (292, 294) and some ten lines are 

devoted to round out the Prince of Arragon (282), a character routinely cut in other 

versions. Bassanio’s financial troubles are said to be partially caused by his doing honour 

to the memory of his late father – a father never mentioned in the pre-text- “by a show of 

rather too much magnificence” (286). Additionally, even small actions are often given in 

detail: Portia travels by a coach “which waited . . . at the park gate” (294); and Bassanio 

was “in company with his friend the Marquis of Monserrat,” who does not exist in the 

pre-text, when he first visited Belmont (285-86). These miniature interventions have little 

impact on meaning; instead, they produce the effect of an extra-textual reality, the 

detailed knowledge displayed establishing the omniscience of the narration and 

contributing to an impression of authenticity.  

 

Macauley’s narrative impact is much stronger than either Lamb’s or Shylock the 

Jews, but at the same time it shows a deeper affinity with the pre-text’s original 

configuration. For instance, when the Prince of Arragon has realised his failure in opting 

for the silver casket,  

 

he started back, and indignantly exclaimed— 

 who chooseth me shall get as much as he deserves 

 Did I deserve no more than a fool’s head?  



 95

 Is that my prize? are my deserts no better?  

(then snatching the paper, he read—) 

  The fire seven times tried this; . . . (283, original italics) 

 

Notwithstanding the past tense, the alternation of direct speech and actions have the 

immediacy of the drama. An example hinting even more strongly at the influence of 

Macauley’s theatrical experience is found in the evocation of the music played while 

Bassanio contemplates the three caskets. Macauley reprints the Shakespearean lyrics – 

indicating them, as she does every original quotation, with three asterisks –and 

interweaves them with sentences sketching their spatio-auditory settings:  

 

The musicians began a pleasing air, while a sweetly warbling voice echoed through 

the lofty dome—  

Tell me where is fancy bred, 

Or in the heart, or in the head 

How begot, how nourished? ***. 

which was replied to in a deep sonorous strain—. . .  

Innumerable voices filled the chorus with “Ding, dong, bell—Ding, dong, bell;” and 

when the invisible musicians ceased, all was hushed as the grave (290-91). 

 

These descriptions, surely, import the “scenic effect” promised in the preface. As in the 

example from the trial scene, the narration regulates the pace, this time slowing it down 
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through the lack of concrete, “kinetic” movement and helping to set the peaceful, idyllic 

atmosphere at Belmont. This theatrical resonance is also demonstrated in the pictures. 

One of them freezes the Prince of Morocco, dressed in an eastern costume, at the moment 

of responding with shock to the note found within the casket. His posture and expression 

resemble contemporary depictions of actors in iconic scenes. The drapery at the sides of 

the illustration may be included to underscore the idyllic nature of Belmont, but it could 

also suggest the curtains of a theatre stage (fig. 2). Macauley’s retelling distinguishes itself 

from Shylock the Jew’s and Mary Lamb’s much more sober accounts, instead almost 

offering, in a sense, a written substitute for a theatrical experience. 

 

 

 

Figure 3. Illustration of Morocco Reading his Note. Macauley, Tales of the Drama 282 
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5.4.2 Moral Reversion 

While Macauley introduces many elements simply to create a vivid narration and the 

illusion of liveliness, at times her adjustments come with ideological overtones: instead of 

only changing the way the story is told, she also modifies what is told by making 

modifications that inscribe the text within the metanarratives of the target society. In 

what follows, I will describe how the pre-text is adapted to the changed ideological 

groundwork of the early nineteenth century in order to enable its functioning as a 

morally acceptable, contemporary children’s text.  

 

A very clear example of ideological adaptation can be found in Macauley’s 

treatment of Portia. She is marked as “delicate” (285), requests to read Bassanio’s letter 

“with modest sweetness” (293)  and is “conducted by Bassanio to church” (ibid.), 

descriptions which downplay the confidence and independence she radiates in the pre-

text, but allow her to function as a more ideal example of femininity. In connection to this 

modest femininity, Macauley also incorporates the ideal of the family in the text by 

readjusting the father-child relationships. When she opens the story at Belmont, 

Macauley starts at the very beginning of Portia’s plot arch: she invents a scene in which 

Portia’s dying father devises the casket story as “an effort to save his beloved child from 

becoming the prey of avarice” (281), thereby offering a rationale that justifies an odd or 

even seemingly cruel instance of parental authority as one provoked by fatherly 

protection. Portia’s father is only mentioned in the pre-text as the intellectual father of 

the casket game; Macauley, however, makes his memory a significant part of Portia’s 
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story. When Bassanio is contemplating the three caskets, Macauley’s Portia addresses her 

late father with a speech expressing her continuing love for him, as well as her desire to 

become Bassanio’s “tender wife” (291). Moreover, Portia’s fear that Bassanio may choose 

incorrectly is described through a comparison to the anxiety she felt at “the pillow of her 

expiring father— while the breath scarce hovered on his pallid lips, and flattering hope 

died within her beating heart” (292).  

 

The father-daughter nexus recurs in Shylock and his daughter, but here the 

instruction occurs by a negative, rather than a positive example of familial sentiment. In 

their relationship with each other, both Jessica and Shylock are flawed: Jessica leaves her 

father to elope with a lover; Shylock lacks the parental care and concern for his child that 

had become the norm within the middle class family ideology. As may be expected, 

Macauley’s solution is elaborative rather than reductive: instead of censoring or pardoning 

Jessica’s behaviour on account of her father’s, as Burgh had done, she creates a moral 

lesson by adding to both. Her Shylock forgives his daughter on his deathbed; nevertheless, 

despite this pardon, Jessica’s mistake continues to haunt her: at the end of the play, when 

the other characters live happily ever after, the remainder of her life is described as 

“comfortable, though probably not happy; for the painful remembrance of her 

disobedience could never entirely be obliterated from her heart” (305). Macauley thus 

simultaneously offers the child reader a comforting affirmation of family ties and a 

warning against disobedience.  
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Up to now, Macauley’s treatment of Shylock has been ignored in this case study 

because it is so intricately bound up with both larger moral implications, and Macauley’s 

method for communicating them. As the key to this method is in the narrative 

chronology, the development of Shylock’s characterisation can best be given in the order 

of the text. The first passage of interest occurs after word has arrived at Belmont that 

Shylock insists on his bond. A flashback to Shylock’s discovery of Jessica’s elopement is 

inserted, and the loss of his daughter framed as the catalysts to his decision to transform 

the “merry sport” into a horrible demand (295)22. The exposition of Jessica’s elopement 

follows Shylock’s experience. Finding his house dark and his doors open, and receiving no 

reply when he calls her name, Shylock’s first thought is that Jessica is ill. When he cannot 

find her in her room, but sees that his valuables have been stolen, he calls the alarm for 

murder. The scene’s focalisation through Shylock and his concern for his daughter seem 

to move towards a sympathetic view, but when he connects his daughter to his money –

the famous “my ducats, my daughter, my jewels” (295)–, his cries are, as in Shakespeare, 

met with the ridicule of the Venetians (296). The narrator on the other hand, speaks of 

“the poor Jew”, and the statement that “none pitied” ironically has just the effect of 

inducing at least a small amount of pity, which is strengthened by the inclusion of an 

illustration of the depressed and taunted Shylock (295-96).  

 

 
 
 
 
                                                 
22. In Shakespeare, Jessica reveals that this has been Shylock’s intention from the very start (3.2.283-287) 
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This sympathy is lost again when the trial scene represents Shylock’s cruelty to its 

full bent (296-99), but the responses generated by Macauley’s narration constantly 

alternate between sympathy and horror: Gratiano’s cruel “seiz[ing] Shylock by the arm, 

and whisking him round like a top” (299) again restores some pity, even though no moral 

comment is given. Then, when the Jew is eventually forced to convert to Christianity, an 

impression is given of his possible thoughts: “a cry of horror burst from the lips of the 

unfortunate Jew – all else might have been endured, but to become a Christian! ! this was 

an affliction beyond calculation, a punishment the most severe which would have been 

imposed . . . (301). The free indirect speech places Shylock’s supposed words or thoughts 

at the authoritative level of the narrative discourse, yet the narrator’s Christian identity 

means that these words can only be said by the narrator with a sense of irony. They thus 

seem to mockingly mimic Shylock’s. The tone changes for good when Shylock leaves the 

court and “the poor wretch” (301) is attacked verbally and physically. He eventually dies 

of grief, shame, and physical injuries, after which his house is destroyed (301) 

 

The hypocrisy and pathos is so excessive that it can only stir pity, and at this point 

the narrator no longer withholds judgement: a long paragraph is inserted in which 

Shylock is portrayed as Edmund Kean had begun to perform him in 1814 (Lelyveld 43-

45): as a tragic hero, not evil in himself, but corrupted by the harsh treatment he was 

given (Macauley 302). Antonio’s cruelties towards Shylock – his spitting, kicking, and 

insults- are now also revealed and judged as unbefitting a true Christian (ibid.). The 

paragraph ends with a synopsis of the moral message of Shylock’s story; 
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If therefore the Jew was without mercy—little of mercy or favour had been shown 

to him, to teach him the bright example of 

  CHRISTIAN CHARITY ! ! !  (302) 

 

The value remains unaltered, but the moral lesson is more nuanced than usual: 

instead of simply opposing Christian charity to Jewish mercilessness, both parties lack 

mercy. The Venetians have not shown the mercy that they, as Christians, ought to have 

shown even to those who do not belong to their religion (302). Still, Christian superiority 

is maintained: the Christians failed, but Christianity did not. Earlier in the story, 

Macauley includes a long commentary on the different types of men that pretend to be 

honest (286-87). The ideology of honesty and sincerity can actually be seen as an 

overarching frame, or metanarrative, for this re-version of the play’s religious message, 

the essence of which is in its denouncement of the hypocrisy of Christians who only show 

Christian behaviour towards fellow Christians.  

 

The approach through which Macauley transports this moral message is quite 

particular within this corpus and can be considered the result of this overriding structural 

principle of sincerity. Macauley’s Christians display cruel behaviour, but Macauley 

postpones judgment. This could be part of what was referred to as “dramatic concealment” 

in the preface (vii). Antonio’s behaviour to Shylock is only introduced as an explanation 

for Shylock’s hate for him in the large reflection after Shylock has died; similarly, Jessica’s 
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elopement is not revealed as a motive for Shylock’s cruelty until after he has begun to 

display it, and the elopement itself is only commented on a few pages after it has been 

reported. Still, a track of crumbs is thrown: as explained above, Macauley occasionally 

shows a sympathetic view to Shylock already before the great moral is deduced. These 

hints activate the process of making sense of what happens: they prompt the reader to 

reconsider and to reflect on the morality of the story. By the time the morals are explicitly 

given, a riper child could already have reached them independently. Wollstonecraft’s 

preface, discussed above, also pointed to the importance of such a personal processing of 

lessons to protect against a superficial affectation of virtues. The difference between 

Macauley and Shylock the Jew lies in this confirming instead of anticipating; or showing 

it before telling: Shylock the Jew erases ambiguity in order to simplify the tale, Macauley 

preserves it, using it as the basis of her moral teaching methods.  

 

5.4.3 Inculcating “Shakespeare”? 

As mentioned, apart from entertaining or morally instructing, child-directed Shakespeares 

often function to make the child aware of the value of Shakespeare’s texts as cultural 

capital. Macauley’s tale itself seems to do little to inculcate such a view in children. 

Neither the index page nor the first page of Merchant indicate that the tale is based on 

Shakespeare. While Macauley’s tale itself maintains the theatrical origins and much of the 

original characters, and she includes direct quotations and indicates them with asterisks, 

there is a significant amount of passages where the voice of her narrator overtakes that of 

Shakespeare, the latter being subordinated to the narrative framework. This is the case in 
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any prose retelling. Yet, in Shylock, the narrator, technically representing the higher level 

of discourse, often submits itself to the narrated pre-text. The chronology more or less 

slavishly follows Shakespeare’s exposition, and the text of the narration itself often 

consists of merely “indirected” or condensed Shakespearean dialogue. Occasional meta-

comments referring to the Shakespearean source explicitly re-affirm its essential 

superiority. Macauley’s narrator, on the other hand, often assumes authority, which it 

derives not from references to the extra-textual authority of Shakespeare but from the 

amount of details given and the resultant impression that the narrator has been present at 

the scene. As such, Macauley’s narrative techniques produce a reversal of the power 

relations between the voices in the narrative framework and establish her narrative 

autonomy as an author above Shakespeare’s.  

 

Macauley does, however, include an introduction to Shakespeare in which she 

offers the child an impression of his extensive cultural value. The poem is essentially an 

expression of powerlessness: it describes the inability to find the words of praise that 

would do justice to Shakespeare’s greatness (62-63). Macauley further emphasises the 

value of Shakespeare by undermining her own work: she, or her speaker, positions herself 

“upon the threshold of thy greatness,” fearful of advancing further and “so conscious of 

inferiority.” Macauley’s poem thus transmits a realisation of the value of Shakespeare’s 

texts, and by constructing Macauley’s versions as inferior, engenders a desire within the 

child to later read the original texts. While Macauley’s text thus remains rather silent 

about the reasons why these stories are useful, her paratext does offer such a vision.  



 104

6. Conclusion 

The items in the case studies that select, adapt, narrate, and generally, rework or re-

present The Merchant of Venice all constitute particular attempts at problem-solving. 

Eighteenth-century visions of the purity of the child, –either as a tabula rasa or as an 

untainted ideal that protects and should be protected from the corrupting influences of 

society–, were incompatible with preserving the textual purity of Shakespeare’s pre-text: 

while Shakespeare and children were both valued as natural, Shakespeare’s natural 

language and organic descriptions also implied the inclusion of morally objectionable 

elements that would preferably be kept away from the child. A problem was posed when 

at the same time a view evolved that constructed Shakespeare as the cultural father of the 

English nation. The result is a paradox that dictates that Shakespeare is too important not 

to be read by children, yet often too immoral to be read in its original form. This 

ambiguous vision of the combination of Shakespeare and children as possibly dangerous, 

yet somehow logical given their similarities, and in any case nationally and culturally 

necessary led to the establishment of a practice of reworking Shakespearean texts 

specifically for children. While adaptation was also widespread on theatrical stages, the 

case studies of The Merchant of Venice suggest that children’s retellings of the play often 

made more and different adjustments. Moreover, they kept doing so after stage practice 

had abandoned the heavily reviewed play text of Granville and returned to a more or less 

restored version. A child-oriented Shakespeare thus began to develop long before the 

Lambs’ Tales.  
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The case studies demonstrate the variety of strategies and genres used, often 

together, in order to negotiate the paradox described above, and thus to allow The 

Merchant of Venice to function as children’s literature. These adjustments –from reducing 

to elaborating, from simply selecting to entirely revising– were usually not only made to 

the mental capacities and interests of children, but also for the future use and moral 

improvement of the child. The latter often had ideological incentives. The corpus suggests 

that reworking Shakespeare for children is often a case of limiting possible meanings. The 

concern was not only that children may not understand Shakespeare’s text, but also that 

they may not understand it in the way adults wanted it to be understood. Adaptors or re-

tellers accommodated The Merchant of Venice within several ideological metanarratives –

of the superiority of Christianity, or ideal femininity, for example – by making morally 

inspired alterations or adding emphasis, or by cutting elements that contradict these 

narratives or ideologies, as Valpy, for instance, cuts sexual references that interfere with 

the ideology of the purity of the child.  

 

Despite the often substantial modifications made, what is remarkable in the case 

studies is that this reworking also demonstrates a magnetic attraction to the original pre-

text. Shakespeare’s plots are never brutally maimed, they are treated with respect, and 

even in prose, including Macauley’s, significant amounts of the language are preserved, 

dutifully placed within quotation marks. Indeed, what is striking in these early versions of 



 106

children’s Shakespeares is that “instruction” often appears to be not only moral or social, 

but also cultural or aesthetic. As Janet Bottoms asked,  

 

to who or what are these children being “introduced”? To a handful of stories about 

lovers and dukes and fairies; about girls who dress up as boys, and lords who commit 

murders to become kings? Or to the Shakespeare “myth,” the figure obscurely robed 

in greatness. . . ? (Bottoms qtd. in Hateley 13) 

 

Often, part of what is taught, is, precisely, Shakespeare. Some items do not only transmit 

Shakespeare’s language and plots, but also, as Hateley stated, the sense of this knowledge 

as a momentous embodiment of cultural capital (5). Clear examples are the inclusion of 

Shakespearean excerpts in anthologies, which by their format alone imply the cultural 

standing of the excerpts they present, and Macauley’s introduction; but Shylock the Jew 

also transmits the importance of Shakespeare by including metacomments that explicitly 

refer to his authorship.  

 

The existence of these retellings, but also their exact presentations thus show the 

influence of the ideological construction of Shakespeare as a cultural icon. It is, in fact, 

this metanarrative about Shakespeare that invokes, in different ways, the other ideological 

metanarratives: the desire to use the text with children –because it is a canonical part of 

English culture – creates the need to inscribe certain moral and societal values within it. 

On an even higher level, what Stephens and McCallum have called the meta-ethic, the 
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overarching metanarrative, is at work: because the meta-ethic dictates that valuable 

literature, worthy of serving as cultural capital, upholds certain moral and ethical values, a 

children’s book transmitting the metanarrative of Shakespeare as a culturally valuable 

source can only do so if it is also adapted in accordance to underlying moral and social 

metanarratives. Transmitting the value of Shakespeare is essentially an autoregenerative 

and cumulative process; the transmission of Shakespeare as an icon to each next 

generation continuously reaffirms the cultural capital of Shakespeare’s texts and 

perpetuates the need for its own existence (Chedgzoy, Greenhalgh, and Shaughnessy 149). 

 

The corpus presents only a limited perspective on the production of such early 

versions of child-directed Shakespeares. In order to have a more exhaustive view, other 

early examples would need to be examined in detail. Particularly interesting would be 

reworkings of plays which include didactically contested elements such as fantasy, or 

morally ambiguous characters, that, unlike Shylock, are not designed to be antagonists. 

Considering the growth of a press culture for children, research on how or whether 

Shakespeare was included in children’s magazines could further provide interesting 

information on the development of Shakespeare’s status within children’s literature. 

Children’s literature and Shakespeare adaptations are both complex, and therefore I have 

necessarily ignored many aspects. Because of the role of children’s adaptations in 

establishing canons, further comparisons of, for example, the evolution of anthologies for 

children and for adults could provide valuable information. The scope of this dissertation 

was not to trace the genealogy of the Lambs’ stories, but such a study would be highly 
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interesting. It could include an investigation of how English adaptations, in which 

Shakespeare figures as a national hero, compare to Perrin’s Contes Moreaux, which were 

written from a different perspective. Because relatively little research has been done on 

the topic of pre-Lamb children’s Shakespeares, the possibilities of further research are in 

fact limited only by the available sources.  

 

Despite the limits of the corpus and the variety, it has offered a perspective on how 

the context of the growing delineation of children’s identities contributed to the 

segmentation of the Shakespearean literary market. The case studies of this dissertation 

suggest that, from the late eighteenth-century onwards, Shakespeare already began to be 

incorporated within what could be described as the metanarrative of children’s literature 

as a genre. Nevertheless, instead of being entirely “infantilised”, many of these early 

children’s Shakespeares maintained a significant part of their Shakespearean identity, 

sometimes even to the extent that they divert from the generic habits of children’s 

literature. The case studies suggest that the highest motivating factor for adaptation is not 

to form children into moral, religious, and socially functional citizens, but to habituate 

them into Shakespeare lovers. The texts are thus, essentially, made child-friendly in order 

to enable a “Shakespearing” of child-readers.  
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