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TALES FROM SHAKESPEARE

MARY LAMB (born 1764) was ten years older than Charles (born 1775). JOHN Lamb, their father, worked first waiting at table in the Inner Temple, London, and through this employment met a Bencher, the former MP Samuel Salt, whose man-of-all-work he then became. Salt noticed the exceptional abilities of the young Lambs, and allowed them to use his extensive library. He also found Charles a place at Christ’s Hospital. There, Lamb made friends with Samuel Taylor Coleridge.

The mother, Elizabeth, showed Mary little love and Mary turned her affections on Charles, who both depended on her and fostered her intellect since she, being a girl, did not go to school. The siblings remained inseparable.

At seventeen, Charles joined the East India Company as a junior clerk, and remained in post at the same level for thirty-three years. Mary took in sewing, making ladies’ cloaks, but this detested work did not earn much, and the family suffered from poverty, overcrowding and frequent moves. Both Mary and Charles also suffered from mental illness. Mary’s instability caused particular anxiety, for it had erupted in a terrible episode in 1796, when she attacked her family with a knife, wounding her father and killing her mother.

At the time, the law allowed a murderer who was certified insane to remain free if a family member agreed to take charge. At the age of twenty-one, Charles undertook this crushing responsibility and gave himself and his life to taking care of his sister. Neither sibling married, but they lived together and even adopted a child, Emma Isola, in 1823. Charles died in 1834 at the age of fifty-nine; Mary outlived him by thirteen years, dying in 1847.
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Introduction

I

‘Wild tales,’ wrote Charles Lamb, are essential reading, the stimulus of a developing imagination, a resource in the tedium of day-to-day existence, sparking lasting pleasure and keeping alive the crucial capacity to daydream.1 Lamb was writing to his friend S. T. Coleridge in 1802, fulminating against writers who prosed on to children about manners and morals, real life and the facts of science, deserving cases and high principles. He and his sister Mary had visited a bookshop to see what was available and come away appalled:

Mrs B[arbauld]’s and Mrs Trimmer’s nonsense lay in piles about. Knowledge insignificant and vapid as Mrs Barbauld’s books convey, it seems, must come to a child in the shape of knowledge, and his empty noddle must be turned with conceit of his own powers when he has learnt, that a horse is an animal, and Billy is better than a horse, and such like; instead of that beautiful interest in wild tales, which made the child a man [my italics], while all the while he suspected himself to be no bigger than a child. Science has succeeded to poetry no less in the little walks of children than with men. Is there no possibility of averting this sore evil? Think what you would have been now, if, instead of being fed with tales and old wives’ fables in childhood, you had been crammed with geography and natural history!2

Lamb was hardly telling Coleridge something he didn’t think already – indeed, this was during a period of intense closeness between the two men, and the poet – Lamb’s elder by two years – exercised a heady influence on his friend, whose character was mild and disposed to please. But though the two young writers are ostensibly concerned with children, they do not only mean children: when Coleridge invokes the imagination of a child, he is yearning for its power for himself. The child might be father to the man, as Wordsworth famously wrote in his ode, ‘Intimations of Immortality’, but that paternity was, ideally, internal and present and active: the Romantics were the first to conceive of the Inner Child, and to yearn to reinstate the child’s sway over the adult.3 They expressed nostalgia for childhood; but even more acutely, they longed for childlikeness to endure in order to keep their faculties quick and fertile. And between them, Charles Lamb and Coleridge pioneered the idea of the crossover text, the work of fantasy that appeals across generations, such as ‘The Rime of the Ancient Mariner’,4 or, as it would turn out, Tales from Shakespeare.

Coleridge invoked the compulsion he felt as a seven-year-old to return again and again to The Thousand and One Nights and to terrify himself. His father burned the book, he tells us, when he discovered how deeply the tales spellbound his son. Coleridge himself recalls, ‘The book used to lie in a corner of the parlour window at my dear Father’s Vicarage-house; and I can never forget with what a strange mixture of obscure dread and intense desire I used to look at the volume and watch it, till the morning sunshine had reached and nearly covered it, when, and not before, I felt the courage given me to seize the precious treasure and hurry off with it to some sunny corner of the playground.’5 This passage crystallizes a Romantic vision of the child as special envoy of imaginative desire, possessed by the spirit of natural poetry which, given the right disposition, can live on inside the grown man. It also presents us with a vivid emblem of potential fusion of self and other worlds through reading.

In contrast to the visionary of the Ancient Mariner, the Lambs looked homewards for their wild tales. In one of the later Essays of Elia, Charles Lamb describes a very similar experience to Coleridge’s enraptured encounter with the Arabian Nights, but in his case, the book that aroused heightened and terrified emotions was less exotic: the Bible. ‘There was a picture,’ writes Lamb, ‘… of the Witch raising up Samuel, which I wish I had never seen… (O that old man covered with a mantle!)… It was he who dressed up for me a hag that nightly sate upon my pillow – a sure bed-fellow… All day long… I dreamed waking over his delineation… Parents do not know what they do when they leave tender babes alone to go to sleep in the dark.’ But this 1821 memoir ends with regrets that his fancy is not the faculty it was: ‘my stretch of imaginative activity can hardly, in the night season, raise up the ghost of a fish-wife’.6

So, while expressing genuine anxiety on behalf of over-imaginative children and their fears, Charles Lamb remained a staunch Romantic, placing a lively fancy, dreams, and passionate turmoil far above plain sense and the light of day. The contradiction sustains the joint enterprise of Charles and his sister Mary Lamb; when they began retelling the plays of Shakespeare in a book for children, they were placing themselves at the heart of this Coleridgean idea about the power of story and the importance of imagination, but attempting to accommodate those principles to tender childhood sensitivities.

In another letter to Coleridge, written the year before his blast against the Barbaulds and the Trimmers, Charles Lamb describes excitedly how much he loved Homer’s stories, but he was above all excited by a homegrown version: ‘Chapman’s Homer… Did you ever read it?’ he asks Coleridge. ‘It has most the continuous power of interesting you all along, like a rapid original… Chapman gallops off with you [at] his own free pace.’7 Charles Lamb is invoking the raw, rough immediacy of the translation, as he saw it. A present-day reader would not altogether agree, but it is these qualities that Keats also emphasizes when he calls Chapman’s voice ‘loud and bold’ and moves, in that most celebrated extended simile, to compare himself to Cortez confronted with the wild and natural immensity of the Pacific. The Elizabethan’s vigorous vernacular retelling of the Greek epic prepared the ground for Charles and Mary Lamb’s Shakespearian enterprise.

Retellings lost caste as the nineteenth century progressed, and subsequently originality became a first principle of authenticity, let alone genius. But over the last twenty years, translation in a myriad forms – re-visionings, imitations, versions from an original – has begun to regain the appreciation it once commanded, principally through such surprising bestsellers as Ted Hughes’s Tales from Ovid (a nod to the Lambs in the title), Seamus Heaney’s Beowulf and his Testament of Cresseid (after Robert Henryson), and Anne Carson’s many inspired recastings of Greek poets.8 Hughes and Heaney tailor closer to the toile which their predecessors cut, but like them the Lambs were attempting to convey another writer’s work, rather than putting themselves forward. Their undertaking meets a principle of great wisdom, noted and advocated by Jorge Luis Borges, that writers do not exist in a solipsistic trance, each one a Narcissus at the brink of dissolving into himself, but that literature takes its being from other literature, and writers write in the wake of one another.9 The Lambs cast themselves as messengers, almost evangelists, for the bard; they were translating the national genius for a new audience and bringing his message to a new generation.

In the Preface, Mary Lamb declares her intentions: first, she writes, ‘I have wished to make these Tales easy reading for very young children… but the subjects of most of them made this a very difficult task.’ She thus prepares the way for an adaptation that will not exactly censor, but will nevertheless keep in mind children’s sensitivities and understanding. She touches here on the central conundrum of writing for young people, and it will be interesting to look later at how she and her brother Charles resolve it. But this is not the full aim of the Tales. The Preface then specifies: ‘For young ladies too it has been my intention chiefly to write, because boys are generally permitted the use of their fathers’ libraries at a much earlier age than girls are, they frequently having the best scenes of Shakespear by heart, before their sisters are permitted to look into this manly book…’ Mary Lamb then begs these privileged young men for ‘their kind assistance in explaining to their sisters such parts as are hardest for them to understand…’

So Shakespeare is ‘manly’, his stories like ‘bloods’, as booksellers’ jargon called boys’ stuff. For the same reasons that Chapman’s Homer impressed Charles Lamb with its rude vigour and shocking and terrifying scenes of ‘Anthropophagi and Giants’,10 so Shakespeare had so far eluded the compass of young ladies’ polite education. Mary Lamb, in her quiet and undemanding manner, wants to rectify the utterly numbing regime imposed on female children and to raise the bar on their education.

One can glimpse the grimness of little girls’ situation from an anonymous child, a younger contemporary of the Lambs, who filled an exercise book, c. 1811, with stories and drawings about her day and her good – and bad – behaviour, her rewards and punishments. ‘Good Little Fanny’ gives us a sharp and very touching insight into childhood at the beginning of the nineteenth century, when this little girl was around six years old.11 She is a well brought-up child in an elite household: her day begins with prayer, and then dancing classes. There follows a parable about Miss Green-Shoe (sic) who dances properly, with her feet turned out, not turned in, unlike her naughty friend, Miss Yellow-Shoes, who will only be allowed to go out and play if she answers in French and stops turning her feet in. By the end of the story, model Fanny also tells us she must not stick her finger up her nose or in her mouth, must not be frightened of mice, or call for her Nanny when she thinks she hears them, or cry when she is being taken downstairs to be with Mamma. And little Fanny tells us all this in French – the exercise book belongs in her French lessons.

No stories, no wild tales here. No exploration of complex moral or emotional questions; not much sign of affection. Only penalties and rewards; conventions and etiquette. The treatment of children which Mary and Charles Lamb wanted to quash was truly a prison house, in Wordsworth’s phrase.

Another vignette in good little Fanny’s glum and poignant book shows her doing her needlework quietly – tatting and netting and mending. A decade after finding different employment by writing Tales from Shakespeare, Mary Lamb would publish a heartfelt entreaty to the well-heeled and educated among her sisters to leave off stitching and mending and patching and darning for pin money (the phrase holds the memory of the polite context of the task), and let the work go to women whose trade and livelihood depended on it, liberating others with different propensities to fulfil them. ‘Needlework and intellectual improvement,’ she writes drily, ‘are naturally in a state of warfare.’12 A generation later, and Jane Eyre would echo Mary Lamb’s anguished battling against the stifling of mind in women’s destined occupations: ‘Women are supposed to be very calm generally: but women feel just as men feel; they need exercise for their faculties, and a field for their efforts as much as their brothers do; they suffer from too rigid a restraint, too absolute a stagnation, precisely as men would suffer; and it is narrow-minded in their more privileged fellow-creatures to say that they ought to confine themselves to making puddings and knitting stockings, to playing on the piano and embroidering bags.’13

Mary and Charles Lamb had no money, and they wrote to supplement his meagre salary as a clerk for the East India Company. But they also wrote with a mission – Charles to follow his adored Coleridge’s lead in the stimulation of fantasy; Mary to open horizons for girls.14

II

The Romantics accorded supreme value to the inward eye, as Wordsworth called it in a celebrated line of ‘Daffodils’:

For oft, when on my couch I lie

In vacant or in pensive mood

They flash upon that inward eye

Which is the bliss of solitude…

The faculty that caused such bliss for Wordsworth – in recollection and tranquillity – acted as a stronger stimulant for Coleridge, rousing passions directed both inwards and outwards: for Coleridge, the mind’s eye acts as the supreme mediator of sympathy between self and other, the conduit of connectedness, of empathy.

During the period when Shakespeare’s plays were enshrined as the very spirit of English culture, many visitors to the theatre turned from the spectacle of violence and horror as performed by the ranting actors of the day and advocated instead interior communing with the stories, the poetry, and the figures of human tragedy – and comedy – within them. The concept of ‘seeing with eyes shut’ pulses under some Romantic interpretations of Shakespeare, both verbal and visual:15 the inner eye could see into the insubstantial pageants summoned in the plays by reading the words on the page; their conjuring could surpass in intensity any staging and production and dramatizing in the theatre, for imagination could dream and invent independently and interpret more faithfully the poet’s vision. In his comments on The Tempest, Coleridge writes, ‘the principal and only genuine excitement ought to come from within – from the moved and sympathetic imagination’.16 Some kind of privacy and quietness was needed for the inward eye to create its pictures, and the theatre, with its hurly-burly, crowds, noise and collective response, did not present the desired conditions. Charles Lamb, William Hazlitt and Coleridge all murmured against the contemporary style of performance, and criticized actors for spoiling the words: Hazlitt scorned ‘the pantomime of tragedy’ and diagnosed a chasm between the poet and performance: everything that ‘appeals to our profounder feelings,’ he wrote, ‘to reflection and imagination, all that affects us most deeply in our closets, and in fact constitutes the glory of Shakespeare, is little else than an interruption and a drag on the business of the stage’.17 Charles went even further: ‘It may seem a paradox, but I cannot help being of [the] opinion that the plays of Shakspeare are less calculated for performance on a stage, than those of almost any other dramatist whatever. Their distinguishing excellence is a reason that they should be so.’18

When the Lambs converted the plays into stories for private reading on the page, they were acting in accord with this antipathy to the living, moving stage. Imagining Shakespeare through reading to oneself, bringing up the pictures in the mind’s eye in the course of doing so, became one of the most popular and widespread methods of approaching every form of literature. Reading became an act of private, silent meditation which creates a store of knowledge, images and principles by which to live. Towards the end of the Preface, Charles takes over from his sister in mid-sentence: the Tales will be stepping stones to the plays themselves, he urges, and to press home his concept of their ethical effect, he addresses the reader directly in his own voice:

– which if they [these imperfect abridgements] be fortunately so done as to prove delightful to any of you, my young readers… no worse effect upon you, than to make you wish yourselves a little older, that you may be allowed to read the Plays at full length…

Continuing in this passionate vein, Charles concludes the Preface:

What these Tales have been to you in childhood, that and much more it is my wish that the true Plays of Shakespear may prove to you in older years – enrichers of the fancy, strengtheners of virtue, a withdrawing from all selfish and mercenary thoughts, a lesson of all sweet and honourable thoughts and actions, to teach you courtesy, benignity, generosity, humanity: for of examples, teaching these virtues, his pages are full.

Although, a few years before, Charles had railed against moralizing literature for children, his own practice and his sister’s, as displayed in their Tales from Shakespeare, wanted the stories to instruct his readers – but the objects of that instruction differed: unlike poor little Yellow-Shoes who turned her feet in, the audience of Lamb’s Tales were to discover a complex, turbulent world of adults plunged into extremes of passionate relation. By addressing such material to children, the Tales were ‘partly designed as a way around the censorship of the age’.19 The critic Joseph Riehl praises the Lambs for explaining ‘something of the motivations and desires of adults to children’ and revealing ‘a complex moral world to beings who had never seen or entered that world’.20

The imagination could act directly upon sensation and the passions, with all the ideal consequences of sympathy. Karin Littau, in Theories of Reading, revisits the cult of vivid, bodily interaction between reader and text: physiological responses of arousal – racing pulse, choked throat, stirred erotic longing – were signs of literature’s value and power, and eagerly sought after by all parties involved – writers, publishers, readers. But a chilly intellectualism in literary criticism was to set in, followed a medical scare among the Victorians about the terrible and immodest effects of literature, especially on young women. So the Romantic idea of writing as a stimulus to empathy and emotion began to sink in esteem; it gradually became associated with pulp fiction and a kind of contemptible arousal, fit for housemaids. A new doctrine of reading took its place, that literature was a thing apart and should not move or influence you to any kind of passion – let alone moral intelligence, as the Lambs believed and desired.21

III

Tales from Shakespear [sic]. Designed for the Use of Young Persons was finished in 1806 and appeared almost immediately that Christmas, with Charles Lamb’s name alone on the cover, under the imprint Thomas Hodgkins at The Juvenile Library.22 ‘Hodgkins’ was an alias for the radical writer and philosopher William Godwin; using his inflammatory name was deemed poor marketing for a new brand of publishing. Mary Jane Clairmont, the new Mrs Godwin, seems to have followed a cue from her predecessor, Mary Wollstonecraft, author of A Vindication of the Rights of Woman (1792), who had also been committed to the cause of girls’ education (as a governess before her marriage to Godwin, she had drawn up precepts in Thoughts on the Education of Daughters (1787) and other works).23 Mary Wollstonecraft’s heroic and agitated life ended tragically, as is well known, when she gave birth to her second daughter, Mary, the future Mary Shelley, author of Frankenstein (surely the wild tale born of modern times). Mary Jane Godwin was much disliked by many of Godwin’s friends: Charles Lamb who, though very witty, was not malicious, nicknamed her ‘the Bad Baby’; and she reminded Mary of the sister who spits toads not diamonds in the fairy tale.24 But it was probably this bad baby who suggested the children’s publishing venture to Godwin and became its driving force, taking up the pedagogical legacy of the family with energy and flair as she strove to restore the Godwins’ extremely precarious finances. She herself translated fairy tales from French for their list, and she might have known the first ever retelling of Shakespeare’s plays, by a French teacher in London, Jean Baptiste Perrin, which had appeared in 1783.25 For the Lambs likewise, writing for children began as hackwork for survival: it was a new commercial outlet and they were also in desperately straitened circumstances – Charles in his twenties was the chief, and often only breadwinner for a household of three, sometimes four, ailing old people; Mary was a mantua-maker, taking in the hated sewing, but this earned little. As Charles never rose higher than junior clerk in the East India Company, the household was eking out a pittance.

But the Lambs soon showed pleasure in this form of writing: both went on to publish more for children, immediately after the success of Tales from Shakespeare. Charles moved to The Adventures of Ulysses (1808), and Mary to a collection of stories, Mrs. Leicester’s School (1809),26 but neither of these won the readership of the Tales, and apart from a possible collaboration on a rhymed version of another French fairy tale, Beauty and the Beast (1811), the siblings stopped working in this vein.

Mary Lamb wrote fourteen of the twenty plays in Tales from Shakespeare, but her name did not appear on the title-page until the seventh edition of 1838. In 1903, the editor of the definitive edition of the Lambs’ works, E. V. Lucas, identified Mary’s predominant contribution. The book opens with her retelling of The Tempest, and sets the scene on the island with Prospero and ‘his daughter Miranda, a very beautiful young lady’. Thus Mary Lamb begins with a tale about a young woman and her father, and closes it with Pericles, considered her masterpiece by Charles, with the scene of Pericles’ restoration by his daughter Marina. Mary effectively presented Shakespeare for daughters to read but also singled out plays about daughters. Her sequence moves from a romance in which the young woman’s destiny is orchestrated entirely by a patriarch, to another in which a lost, broken and crazed father is brought back to life, joy and sanity by rediscovering his independent and indomitable child. Bracketed between these two late works, with their strong affinities with fairy tale, come eighteen more of Shakespeare’s plays: more romances and comedies, all written up by Mary, and the tragedies – King Lear, Macbeth, Timon of Athens, Romeo and Juliet, Hamlet, Othello – which Charles chose to tell. As Charles was the more lightsome in temperament and a famous wit, this sharing out of the task unconsciously observes categories of ‘manliness’ as opposed to its other (female interests associated with less serious matters – romance, lightness). The division of the siblings’ labour also reflects some social realities, since Mary took on two thirds of the work and earned less of the credit – though more reasons for this will emerge clearly later.

The Lambs thus left out all the history plays, all the Roman plays, and a handful which might have met their love of fantasy, vigour and moral complexity, such as Troilus and Cressida and Titus Andronicus, perhaps because neither would have given Mary an opportunity to speak through heroines of spirit and eloquence, as she does in Measure for Measure and Cymbeline.

The brother and sister worked together, at the same time in the same room, and though their different hands have been distinguished, their collaboration means that all the tales bear their common stamp. Mary has left a vivid picture of them in a letter to her friend Sarah Stoddart:

you would like to see us, as we often sit writing on one table (but not on one cushion sitting), like Hermia and Helena in the Midsummer Night’s Dream; or, rather, like an old literary Darby and Joan: I taking snuff, and he groaning all the while, and saying he can make nothing of it, which he always says till he has finished…27

They made certain consistent decisions as they translated Shakespeare from drama to tale, from the stage to the page – these devices, astute and nimble, become almost imperceptible on reading their book. First, they decided simply to take over Shakespeare’s language, images, phrasing, and even his rhythm, so that the plays’ blank verse turns into cadenced prose. Long passages of Lamb’s Tales consist not of paraphrase, but of edited quotations; they read sometimes like bits of the plays someone has learned by heart but has not quite got word perfect, with gaps and stumbles. This method can be seen in Mary’s rendering of Titania’s command to the fairies:

Come, now, a roundel and a fairy song;

Then, for the third part of a minute, hence,

Some to kill cankers in the musk-rose buds,

Some war with rere-mice for their leathern wings

To make my small elves coats, and some keep back

The clamorous owl, that nightly hoots and wonders

At our quaint spirits. (A Midsummer Night’s Dream, II. 2. 1–7)

In Mary Lamb’s version, a loss of lyrical idling – a quality of the song which Titania anticipates – gives decided narrative clarity and impetus: ‘“Some of you,” said her majesty, “must kill cankers in the musk-rose-buds, and some wage war with the bats for their leathern wings, to make my small elves coats; and some of you keep watch that the clamorous owl, that nightly hoots, come not near me…”’ (pp. 21–2).

Plagiarism, as understood today, would forbid any aspiring creative writer cutting and pasting in this fashion; yet the Lambs’ concept of fidelity to their source demanded they attend to Shakespeare’s own phrasing and metaphors. Their Preface states at its very opening that ‘his words are used whenever it seemed possible to bring them in’ because the authors want above all not to spoil ‘the effect of the beautiful English tongue in which he wrote’ (p. 1). So their translations into an accessible form for young readers require tightrope-walking between Elizabethan and Georgian English diction, poetry and prose, between a defacing process of bowdlerization (the egregious Bowdler would appear shortly after them, in 1818) and truth to the spirit of ‘the wild tale’.

They took some other decisive steps, also successfully. They abandon Shakespeare’s nested chronologies, and unravel the sequence of events to begin at the beginning of the story and go on to the end. Consequently Hamlet does not open with the Ghost stalking the ramparts of Elsinore, but with Gertrude widowed at the sudden death of her husband and the terrible melancholy into which her son is cast. Charles also adds a comment that her quick remarriage ‘was noted by all people at the time for a strange act of indiscretion, or unfeelingness, or worse…’ (p. 227). This first paragraph ends with Hamlet, ‘lawful successor to the throne’, excluded from his father’s legacy. Positioning the narrative voice outside the action, an omniscient and confiding guide takes the readers through Shakespeare’s plots towards evaluating his characters and sympathizing with them: Hamlet’s antic disposition now has a clear motive and a good cause. Gone is the puzzlement from our minds about him; when Hamlet suffers his doubts and torments, we know he is justified. Charles also often supplies a stronger rationale for the action than Shakespeare: in the case of Iago, for example, he emphasizes how much he envies Cassio for his promotion and believes Othello to have dallied with his wife Emilia.

Sub-plots and clowning are cut – from the tragedies as well as from the romances (no garrulous nurse, no gravedigger, no porter, no rude mechanicals, and in The Tempest, no drunken sailors). Along with bawdy and business, out go, likewise, some of the sexual twists. The comedies, stripped of many of their comic devices, turn into romances, and the message that love repairs all returns more unequivocally than in the plays. At the beginning of Pericles, the incest of Antiochus with his daughter does not appear in so many words, while at the end the story sheds the brothel setting when father and daughter, unbeknownst to each other, meet again; these erasures lose the powerfully ominous rhyme between these two scenes.

Mary also refrains from supernatural incident by various manoeuvres, either rationalizing it, cutting it, or prettifying it as an enchanting trifle: Thaisa, Pericles’ queen, who dies giving birth to Marina, is not resurrected from the dead by Cerimon’s magic arts, but had ‘fallen into a deep swoon’ (p. 260). Mary obscures the magical metamorphosis in A Midsummer Night’s Dream, describing Oberon merely placing a head on Bottom – ‘it seemed to fit him as well as if it had grown upon his own shoulders’ (p. 26), and so avoids the question of his ‘translation’. She also notices the oddness of certain lacunae in Shakespeare and helps fill them: at the miraculous close of The Winter’s Tale, where notably, after sixteen years’ seclusion, Hermione does not speak to her husband Leontes but only to her daughter Perdita, Mary Lamb corrects this impression, writing, ‘Nothing but congratulations and affectionate speeches were heard on all sides…’ (p. 39) and then ends this tale: ‘Thus have we seen the patient virtues of the long-suffering Hermione rewarded. That excellent lady lived many years with her Leontes and her Perdita, the happiest of mothers and of queens’ (p. 40). Her own kindliness and generosity of character add a kind of charm of wishing, which obeys the spirit of fairy tale if not the ambiguities and complexity of Shakespeare.

These remarks might seem to add up to serious criticism of the Lambs’ work and to condemn the Tales as misleading and superseded. But this would be mistaken. Both Charles and Mary are lucid and vivid and deft story-tellers – in the case of The Comedy of Errors Mary manages to straighten out the knots of the plot while keeping each of the four twins distinct in the mind of the reader. This intricate farce, with its chain of mistaken identities, remains utterly confusing when read from the playscript alone; Mary’s version is virtuoso and communicates the play’s hilariousness when performed. Since 1807, many expert writers for children, such as Leon Garfield,28 have drawn up Shakespeare’s stories better for the apprentice readers of today (no ‘very young’ child could read the Lambs now), but Lamb’s Tales remain unique for their command of plot and their voicing of Shakespeare’s imagery in readable prose. They have also become a part of literary history in their own right, since they have shaped the reception of Shakespeare in other languages: the first Chinese Shakespeare was not the poet himself, but the 1909 translation of the Tales. ‘In fact there is a sense in which the Tales supplanted Shakespeare,’ comments a despondent Stanley Wells.29 The book has never been out of print, and editions still follow one another briskly, with illustrators inventively continuing the work of imagination which the Lambs began. It must be said that while it is a grim thought that audiences might only know the Tales and not Shakespeare’s plays, the book still makes illuminating reading in preparation for the plays, especially when potential audiences today can feel more sharply alienated from Shakespeare on stage than did the Lambs’ precocious young ladies and dream children.

IV

In Literary Taste: How to form it, with detailed instructions for collecting a whole library of English Literature, Arnold Bennett sums up what the world of letters, c. 1909, absolutely believed: ‘Start with Lamb,’ he urges. He explains that ‘Charles Lamb was a man, not a book… [and] the book is nothing but the man trying to talk to you…’30 Bennett’s classic library was republished by Penguin Books as a Pelican Special thirty years after Bennett compiled it: Frank Swinnerton updated it with Woolf, Shaw, Forster, Waugh et al. Now, nearly a century on, Charles Lamb would not make many lists, though Mary’s reputation by contrast is rising, due to interest in her case as well as her œuvre, in feminist circles especially. However, Bennett’s observations reveal all unconsciously and yet prophetically the Lambs’ peculiar place in the history of storytelling: Charles’s manner turned naivety into a strength. He communed with readers as with himself, and cast himself as a kind of tabula rasa, a bright child hungry for knowledge and new to every feeling and every thought. Bennett singles out the poignant essay, ‘Dream-Children’, in which the writer imagines at his side a girl and a boy with whom he has a powerful, overwhelming emotional affinity.31 At first they seem to be his own children; but soon, as the title confirms, they turn out to be dreamed, and when he wakes, they vanish. Bennett characterizes the essay as ‘a human document’, and comments, ‘The key of the essay is one of profound sadness,’ and extols Charles Lamb’s character, insisting on the connection between his honesty and sensitivity and the classic status of works like ‘Dream-Children’. The scene in ‘Dream-Children’ also suggests how Lamb did not see himself as a solitary Romantic – but as a personality dispersed through others, communicating through others, shadowed by friendly, not hostile, doppelgangers. In the essay, he imagines a more ordinary family than his own, and gives the dream children a dead mother; in his own, unusual home, his partner was his sister, and both of them use the most tender expression of connubial understanding when talking of their relationship and their intense interdependency. But Bennett’s drawing attention to the closeness of a book to the biography of its maker, and his connecting literary value to psychological character, become very odd when one considers the circumstances of the Lambs.

Tales from Shakespeare is a singular book, partly because it is made up of unspoken, shadowy doublings: the chief author herself and her brother, the two siblings acting as the playwright’s ghost as they repeat his words, as well as reverberating with the voices of other precursors, such as Chapman and Coleridge. But the mannerliness of their combined narrative style also conceals a wildness that everyone who knew them – and cared for them (and their friends were many) – was alert to, and it runs a live current through their joint enterprise. From her early thirties onward, Mary Lamb suffered from regular and frequent bouts of ungovernable derangement, and when seized by her illness was confined, first in the madhouse in Hoxton, later with private carers, and stayed there until the manic spell abated.32 With her agreement, Charles kept a strait-jacket at home. Charles had also suffered seriously enough to be confined as well in early 1796, after a particularly intense period of exposure to Coleridge and all the intoxicating effects of his company (in more ways than one). During one of Mary’s onsets, on 21 September 1796 (soon after Charles’s return from the madhouse), Charles had gone to fetch a doctor and returned to find his sister spattered with blood, his father wounded and his mother dead.33

Mary had first attacked the maid, then turned on her parents, and stabbed her mother with a fork. She was fortunate that the laws of diminished responsibility in that period allowed her freedom from imprisonment if someone could look after her; Charles took on this responsibility, and that is how they came to live as Darby and Joan, with Charles bereft and forlorn during the regularly occurring spells when Mary was taken again into the asylum. Her dreadful vicissitudes contrast favourably with Virginia Woolf’s 140 odd years later, since this fracture in Mary’s goodness seems to have been stoically accepted by her circle, and her delusions managed with unwavering support by Charles above all, but also by others. She was thirty-one on ‘the terrible day’, as Charles called it; he was ten years younger and clearly had strong filial feelings for her, and continued to care for her uncomplainingly his whole life. Peter Ackroyd, in his novel The Lambs of London (2004), focuses on Charles’s chronic drunkenness;34 in today’s jargon, the brother and sister were co-dependent. There is also a trace of pride in their singularity, as if they had access to something rare and precious: ‘Dream not Coleridge,’ Charles wrote to his friend, ‘of having tasted all the grandeur & wildness of FANCY, till you have gone MAD.’35

Mary’s status as a matricide – very few writers, let alone women writers, can make this claim on posterity’s fascination – has been left until the end of this Introduction because the deed frames and colours everything ever said or thought about Mary Lamb. Her extraordinary story has inspired several recent works,36 as she was by every account a gentle, wise, kind woman, a generous friend, and witty, even brilliant company. Several of her biographers describe how overburdened she was by the duties and difficulties of the Lamb household; nevertheless women at the end of their tether rarely kill their own mothers.

Her name did not appear on Tales from Shakespeare because of her known record, not because women authors were sidelined (though they were). Given her history, and Charles’s own lesser experience of madness as well, it is interesting to look at their handling of stories in which madness and murder figure. Charles understandably kept the most violent instances for himself – Macbeth, Hamlet, Romeo and Juliet, Othello. Was this protective on his part? He tends to interpolate commentary on psychological differences between individuals in a more revealing way than Mary either allows herself or is able to express. For example, in his account of Othello, Charles, who was known to have a drinking problem (gin), relates how Iago fatally eggs on Cassio to carouse; Charles adds ‘until at last the enemy which he put into this mouth [wine], stole away his brains…’ (p. 247). In the same tale, he also departs from Shakespeare when he comments, it seems, from the heart, ‘He [Cassio] frequented their house, and his free and rattling talk was no unpleasing variety to Othello, who was himself of a more serious temper: for such tempers are observed often to delight in their contraries, as a relief from the oppressive excess of their own…’ (p. 246). By contrast, Mary remains guarded, concealed behind her material, and she passes up chances to plead more strongly on behalf of her sex: her account of The Taming of the Shrew does not even allow the least shred of possible irony in Shakespeare’s conclusion. Her Kate, wholly capitulated to Petruchio, becomes ‘famous… as Katherine the most obedient and duteous wife in Padua’ (p. 155). Critics wishing to find in Mary Lamb a sister and a heroine have attempted a subtle analysis of her seeming agreement with Shakespeare’s least attractive marriage plot; but it must be said that in this tale her desire for love to bring all to a happy conclusion seems to fly in the face of her judgement.37 Yet in many ways she makes the more accomplished tale-teller precisely because she doesn’t weave in personal remarks, doesn’t aim her own thoughts at her reader, but keeps their chosen ventriloquism of Shakespeare consistent and smooth.

Writing their wild tales together, the Lambs fulfil one of the most ancient visions of story-telling and its function. When Charles exhorts his readers to enrich fancy and strengthen virtue and discover generosity and humanity, he is talking to himself and about himself – and his sister. Plunged into Shakespeare’s stories, with all their extremes of human irregularity and ruin, mischief and feeling, relation and disconnection, the two of them were entirely absorbed, their mental faculties busily imagining and organizing their imaginings; the effect on them was fortifying; even while Mary took snuff and Charles groaned, the making of Tales from Shakespeare was a comparatively steady and successful time for them both, proving the Romantic principle that the inward eye can bring a kind of happiness in sequestration, if not bliss.
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Note on the Text

This edition of Tales from Shakespeare is taken from volume III, Books for Children, of The Works of Charles and Mary Lamb, edited by E. V. Lucas (London: Methuen, 1903). It has a note above the Preface:

(Written 1805–1806. First Edition 1807. Text of Second Edition 1809.)

Lucas supplied notes on ‘Charles Lamb and Books for Children’ (on pp. 473–8), from which the following is taken.

The volume was actually published at the end of 1806, although the title-page reads ‘1807’, by Willam Godwin under the pseudonym Thomas Hodgkins. Charles Lamb is given as the sole author, but as is explained in section II of the Introduction to this edition, Mary Lamb was the primary contributor. The first edition had copper-plate illustrations, but Charles did not approve of all of them: for example, he said that Mary Jane Godwin had chosen the one for The Merchant of Venice ‘from damn’d beastly vulgarity… where no atom of authority was in the tale to justify it’ (p. 476). Godwin also issued some of the tales separately with three plates each of different designs from those in the first edition.

Lucas chose the second edition for his text because it had ‘certain corrections’ and was probably the last one overseen by the Lambs (p. 477). His volume gives the name as ‘Shakespear’ (as do the first two editions), but this has been standardized to the accepted spelling. The illustrations are not included.

Penguin housestyling has been applied to quotation marks (doubles become singles, with doubles inside as needed); dashes (em-dashes become spaced en-dashes; two em-dashes become one em); Mr, Mrs, etc. do not have a full stop; the last comma in a series before ‘and’ is omitted (a, b and c); ‘today’ rather than ‘to-day’ and -iz- spellings rather than -is-.

Spellings of characters’ names from the plays have been updated to correspond with Penguin Shakespeare editions, for example ‘Anthonio’ to ‘Antonio’ in The Merchant of Venice; ‘Gonerill’ to ‘Goneril’ in King Lear; ‘Ganimed’ to ‘Ganymede’ in As You Like It; and ‘Mountague’ to ‘Montague’ in Romeo and Juliet.

In general, archaic spellings have been modernized where the word retains the same meaning: for example ‘shew’ and ‘shewing’ to ‘show’ and ‘showing’, ‘intreaties’ to ‘entreaties’, ‘suspence’ to ‘suspense’, ‘spake’ to ‘spoke’, ‘burthen’ to ‘burden’, ‘fixt’ to ‘fixed’, ‘farewel’ to ‘farewell’. A few archaic words that are no longer in current usage – ‘porringer’, ‘caudle’ – have been left unchanged.





TALES FROM SHAKESPEARE

PREFACE

The following Tales are meant to be submitted to the young reader as an introduction to the study of Shakespeare, for which purpose, his words are used whenever it seemed possible to bring them in; and in whatever has been added to give them the regular form of a connected story, diligent care has been taken to select such words as might least interrupt the effect of the beautiful English tongue in which he wrote: therefore words introduced into our language since his time have been as far as possible avoided.

In those Tales which have been taken from the Tragedies, as my young readers will perceive when they come to see the source from which these stories are derived, Shakespeare’s own words, with little alteration, recur very frequently in the narrative as well as in the dialogue; but in those made from the Comedies I found myself scarcely ever able to turn his words into the narrative form; therefore I fear in them I have made use of dialogue too frequently for young people not used to the dramatic form of writing. But this fault, if it be as I fear a fault, has been caused by my earnest wish to give as much of Shakespeare’s own words as possible: and if the ‘He said’ and ‘She said’, the question and the reply, should sometimes seem tedious to their young ears, they must pardon it, because it was the only way I knew of, in which I could give them a few hints and little foretastes of the great pleasure which awaits them in their elder years, when they come to the rich treasures from which these small and valueless coins are extracted; pretending to no other merit than as faint and imperfect stamps of Shakespeare’s matchless image. Faint and imperfect images they must be called, because the beauty of his language is too frequently destroyed by the necessity of changing many of his excellent words into words far less expressive of his true sense, to make it read something like prose; and even in some few places, where his blank verse is given unaltered, as hoping from its simple plainness to cheat the young readers into the belief that they are reading prose, yet still his language being transplanted from its own natural soil and wild poetic garden, it must want much of its native beauty.

I have wished to make these Tales easy reading for very young children. To the utmost of my ability I have constantly kept this in my mind; but the subjects of most of them made this a very difficult task. It was no easy matter to give the histories of men and women in terms familiar to the apprehension of a very young mind. For young ladies too it has been my intention chiefly to write, because boys are generally permitted the use of their fathers’ libraries at a much earlier age than girls are, they frequently having the best scenes of Shakespeare by heart, before their sisters are permitted to look into this manly book; and therefore, instead of recommending these Tales to the perusal of young gentlemen who can read them so much better in the originals, I must rather beg their kind assistance in explaining to their sisters such parts as are hardest for them to understand; and when they have helped them to get over the difficulties, then perhaps they will read to them (carefully selecting what is proper for a young sister’s ear) some passage which has pleased them in one of these stories, in the very words of the scene from which it is taken; and I trust they will find that the beautiful extracts, the select passages, they may choose to give their sisters in this way, will be much better relished and understood from their having some notion of the general story from one of these imperfect abridgements: – which if they be fortunately so done as to prove delightful to any of you, my young readers, I hope will have no worse effect upon you, than to make you wish yourselves a little older, that you may be allowed to read the Plays at full length (such a wish will be neither peevish nor irrational). When time and leave of judicious friends shall put them into your hands, you will discover in such of them as are here abridged (not to mention almost as many more which are left untouched) many surprising events and turns of fortune, which for their infinite variety could not be contained in this little book, besides a world of sprightly and cheerful characters, both men and women, the humour of which I was fearful of losing if I attempted to reduce the length of them.

What these Tales have been to you in childhood, that and much more it is my wish that the true Plays of Shakespeare may prove to you in older years – enrichers of the fancy, strengtheners of virtue, a withdrawing from all selfish and mercenary thoughts, a lesson of all sweet and honourable thoughts and actions, to teach you courtesy, benignity, generosity, humanity: for of examples, teaching these virtues, his pages are full.





 

THE TEMPEST

(By Mary Lamb)

There was a certain island in the sea, the only inhabitants of which were an old man, whose name was Prospero, and his daughter Miranda, a very beautiful young lady. She came to this island so young, that she had no memory of having seen any other human face than her father’s.

They lived in a cave or cell, made out of a rock: it was divided into several apartments, one of which Prospero called his study; there he kept his books, which chiefly treated of magic, a study at that time much affected by all learned men: and the knowledge of this art he found very useful to him; for being thrown by a strange chance upon this island, which had been enchanted by a witch called Sycorax, who died there a short time before his arrival, Prospero, by virtue of his art, released many good spirits that Sycorax had imprisoned in the bodies of large trees, because they had refused to execute her wicked commands. These gentle spirits were ever after obedient to the will of Prospero. Of these Ariel was the chief.

The lively little sprite Ariel had nothing mischievous in his nature, except that he took rather too much pleasure in tormenting an ugly monster called Caliban, for he owed him a grudge because he was the son of his old enemy Sycorax. This Caliban Prospero found in the woods, a strange misshapen thing, far less human in form than an ape: he took him home to his cell, and taught him to speak; and Prospero would have been very kind to him, but the bad nature, which Caliban inherited from his mother Sycorax, would not let him learn anything good or useful: therefore he was employed like a slave, to fetch wood, and do the most laborious offices; and Ariel had the charge of compelling him to these services.

When Caliban was lazy and neglected his work, Ariel (who was invisible to all eyes but Prospero’s) would come slyly and pinch him, and sometimes tumble him down in the mire; and then Ariel, in the likeness of an ape, would make mouths at him. Then swiftly changing his shape, in the likeness of a hedgehog he would lie tumbling in Caliban’s way, who feared the hedgehog’s sharp quills would prick his bare feet. With a variety of such-like vexatious tricks Ariel would often torment him, whenever Caliban neglected the work which Prospero commanded him to do.

Having these powerful spirits obedient to his will, Prospero could by their means command the winds, and the waves of the sea. By his orders they raised a violent storm, in the midst of which, and struggling with the wild sea-waves that every moment threatened to swallow it up, he showed his daughter a fine large ship, which he told her was full of living beings like themselves. ‘O my dear father,’ said she, ‘if by your art you have raised this dreadful storm, have pity on their sad distress. See! the vessel will be dashed to pieces. Poor souls! they will all perish. If I had power, I would sink the sea beneath the earth, rather than the good ship should be destroyed, with all the precious souls within her.’

‘Be not so amazed, daughter Miranda,’ said Prospero; ‘there is no harm done. I have so ordered it, that no person in the ship shall receive any hurt. What I have done has been in care of you, my dear child. You are ignorant who you are, or where you came from, and you know no more of me, but that I am your father, and live in this poor cave. Can you remember a time before you came to this cell? I think you cannot, for you were not then three years of age.’

‘Certainly I can, sir,’ replied Miranda.

‘By what?’ asked Prospero; ‘by any other house or person? Tell me what you can remember, my child.’

Miranda said, ‘It seems to me like the recollection of a dream. But had I not once four or five women who attended upon me?’

Prospero answered, ‘You had, and more. How is it that this still lives in your mind? Do you remember how you came here?’

‘No, sir,’ said Miranda, ‘I remember nothing more.’

‘Twelve years ago, Miranda,’ continued Prospero, ‘I was duke of Milan, and you were a princess and my only heir. I had a younger brother, whose name was Antonio, to whom I trusted everything; and as I was fond of retirement and deep study, I commonly left the management of my state affairs to your uncle, my false brother (for so indeed he proved). I, neglecting all worldly ends, buried among my books, did dedicate my whole time to the bettering of my mind. My brother Antonio being thus in possession of my power, began to think himself the duke indeed. The opportunity I gave him of making himself popular among my subjects, awakened in his bad nature a proud ambition to deprive me of my dukedom; this he soon effected with the aid of the king of Naples, a powerful prince, who was my enemy.’

‘Wherefore,’ said Miranda, ‘did they not that hour destroy us?’

‘My child,’ answered her father, ‘they durst not, so dear was the love that my people bore me. Antonio carried us on board a ship, and when we were some leagues out at sea, he forced us into a small boat, without either tackle, sail, or mast: there he left us as he thought to perish. But a kind lord of my court, one Gonzalo, who loved me, had privately placed in the boat, water, provisions, apparel, and some books which I prize above my dukedom.’

‘O my father,’ said Miranda, ‘what a trouble must I have been to you then!’

‘No, my love,’ said Prospero, ‘you were a little cherub that did preserve me. Your innocent smiles made me to bear up against my misfortunes. Our food lasted till we landed on this desert island, since when my chief delight has been in teaching you, Miranda, and well have you profited by my instructions.’

‘Heaven thank you, my dear father,’ said Miranda. ‘Now pray tell me, sir, your reason for raising this sea-storm.’

‘Know then,’ said her father, ‘that by means of this storm my enemies, the king of Naples, and my cruel brother, are cast ashore upon this island.’

Having so said, Prospero gently touched his daughter with his magic wand, and she fell fast asleep; for the spirit Ariel just then presented himself before his master, to give an account of the tempest, and how he had disposed of the ship’s company; and, though the spirits were always invisible to Miranda, Prospero did not choose she should hear him holding converse (as would seem to her) with the empty air.

‘Well, my brave spirit,’ said Prospero to Ariel, ‘how have you performed your task?’

Ariel gave a lively description of the storm, and of the terrors of the mariners; and how the king’s son, Ferdinand, was the first who leaped into the sea; and his father thought he saw this dear son swallowed up by the waves, and lost. ‘But he is safe,’ said Ariel, ‘in a corner of the isle, sitting with his arms folded sadly, lamenting the loss of the king his father, whom he concludes drowned. Not a hair of his head is injured, and his princely garments, though drenched in the sea-waves, look fresher than before.’

‘That’s my delicate Ariel,’ said Prospero. ‘Bring him hither: my daughter must see this young prince. Where is the king, and my brother?’

‘I left them,’ answered Ariel, ‘searching for Ferdinand, whom they have little hopes of finding, thinking they saw him perish. Of the ship’s crew not one is missing; though each one thinks himself the only one saved: and the ship, though invisible to them, is safe in the harbour.’

‘Ariel,’ said Prospero, ‘thy charge is faithfully performed: but there is more work yet.’

‘Is there more work?’ said Ariel. ‘Let me remind you, master, you have promised me my liberty. I pray, remember, I have done you worthy service, told you no lies, made no mistakes, served you without grudge or grumbling.’

‘How now!’ said Prospero. ‘You do not recollect what a torment I freed you from. Have you forgot the wicked witch Sycorax, who with age and envy was almost bent double? Where was she born? Speak; tell me.’

‘Sir, in Algiers,’ said Ariel.

‘O was she so?’ said Prospero. ‘I must recount what you have been, which I find you do not remember. This bad witch Sycorax, for her witchcrafts, too terrible to enter human hearing, was banished from Algiers, and here left by the sailors; and because you were a spirit too delicate to execute her wicked commands, she shut you up in a tree, where I found you howling. This torment, remember, I did free you from.’

‘Pardon me, dear master,’ said Ariel, ashamed to seem ungrateful; ‘I will obey your commands.’

‘Do so,’ said Prospero, ‘and I will set you free.’ He then gave orders what further he would have him do, and away went Ariel, first to where he had left Ferdinand, and found him still sitting on the grass in the same melancholy posture.

‘O my young gentleman,’ said Ariel, when he saw him, ‘I will soon move you. You must be brought, I find, for the lady Miranda to have a sight of your pretty person. Come, sir, follow me.’ He then began singing,

‘Full fathom five thy father lies:

Of his bones are coral made;

Those are pearls that were his eyes:

Nothing of him that doth fade,

But doth suffer a sea-change

Into something rich and strange.

Sea-nymphs hourly ring his knell:

Hark, now I hear them, ding-dong – bell.’

This strange news of his lost father soon roused the prince from the stupid fit into which he had fallen. He followed in amazement the sound of Ariel’s voice, till it led him to Prospero and Miranda, who were sitting under the shade of a large tree. Now Miranda had never seen a man before, except her own father.

‘Miranda,’ said Prospero, ‘tell me what you are looking at yonder.’

‘O father,’ said Miranda, in a strange surprise, ‘surely that is a spirit. Lord! how it looks about! Believe me, sir, it is a beautiful creature. It is not a spirit?’

‘No, girl,’ answered her father; ‘it eats, and sleeps, and has senses such as we have. This young man you see was in the ship. He is somewhat altered by grief, or you might call him a handsome person. He has lost his companions, and is wandering about to find them.’

Miranda, who thought all men had grave faces and grey beards like her father, was delighted with the appearance of this beautiful young prince; and Ferdinand, seeing such a lovely lady in this desert place, and from the strange sounds he had heard expecting nothing but wonders, thought he was upon an enchanted island, and that Miranda was the goddess of the place, and as such he began to address her.

She timidly answered, she was no goddess, but a simple maid, and was going to give him an account of herself, when Prospero interrupted her. He was well pleased to find they admired each other, for he plainly perceived they had (as we say) fallen in love at first sight: but to try Ferdinand’s constancy, he resolved to throw some difficulties in their way: therefore advancing forward, he addressed the prince with a stern air, telling him, he came to the island as a spy, to take it from him who was the lord of it. ‘Follow me,’ said he, ‘I will tie you, neck and feet together. You shall drink sea-water; shell-fish, withered roots, and husks of acorns, shall be your food.’ ‘No,’ said Ferdinand, ‘I will resist such entertainment, till I see a more powerful enemy,’ and drew his sword; but Prospero, waving his magic wand, fixed him to the spot where he stood, so that he had no power to move.

Miranda hung upon her father, saying, ‘Why are you so ungentle? Have pity, sir; I will be his surety. This is the second man I ever saw, and to me he seems a true one.’

‘Silence,’ said her father, ‘one word more will make me chide you, girl! What! an advocate for an impostor! You think there are no more such fine men, having seen only him and Caliban. I tell you, foolish girl, most men as far excel this, as he does Caliban.’ This he said to prove his daughter’s constancy; and she replied, ‘My affections are most humble. I have no wish to see a goodlier man.’

‘Come on, young man,’ said Prospero to the prince, ‘you have no power to disobey me.’

‘I have not indeed,’ answered Ferdinand; and not knowing that it was by magic he was deprived of all power of resistance, he was astonished to find himself so strangely compelled to follow Prospero; looking back on Miranda as long as he could see her, he said, as he went after Prospero into the cave, ‘My spirits are all bound up, as if I were in a dream; but this man’s threats, and the weakness which I feel, would seem light to me, if from my prison I might once a day behold this fair maid.’

Prospero kept Ferdinand not long confined within the cell: he soon brought out his prisoner, and set him a severe task to perform, taking care to let his daughter know the hard labour he had imposed on him, and then pretending to go into his study he secretly watched them both.

Prospero had commanded Ferdinand to pile up some heavy logs of wood. King’s sons not being much used to laborious work, Miranda soon after found her lover almost dying with fatigue. ‘Alas!’ said she, ‘do not work so hard; my father is at his studies, he is safe for these three hours: pray, rest yourself.’

‘O my dear lady,’ said Ferdinand, ‘I dare not. I must finish my task before I take my rest.’

‘If you will sit down,’ said Miranda, ‘I will carry your logs the while.’ But this Ferdinand would by no means agree to. Instead of a help, Miranda became a hindrance, for they began a long conversation, so that the business of log-carrying went on very slowly.

Prospero, who had enjoined Ferdinand this task merely as a trial of his love, was not at his books, as his daughter supposed, but was standing by them invisible, to overhear what they said.

Ferdinand inquired her name, which she told, saying it was against her father’s express command she did so.

Prospero only smiled at this first instance of his daughter’s disobedience, for having by his magic art caused his daughter to fall in love so suddenly, he was not angry that she showed her love by forgetting to obey his commands. And he listened well pleased to a long speech of Ferdinand’s, in which he professed to love her above all the ladies he ever saw.

In answer to his praises of her beauty, which he said exceeded all the women in the world, she replied, ‘I do not remember the face of any woman, nor have I seen any more men than you, my good friend, and my dear father. How features are abroad, I know not; but believe me, sir, I would not wish any companion in the world but you, nor can my imagination form any shape but yours that I could like. But, sir, I fear I talk to you too freely, and my father’s precepts I forget.’

At this Prospero smiled, and nodded his head, as much as to say, ‘This goes on exactly as I could wish; my girl will be queen of Naples.’

And then Ferdinand, in another fine long speech (for young princes speak in courtly phrases), told the innocent Miranda he was heir to the crown of Naples, and that she should be his queen.

‘Ah! sir,’ said she, ‘I am a fool to weep at what I am glad of. I will answer you in plain and holy innocence. I am your wife, if you will marry me.’

Prospero prevented Ferdinand’s thanks by appearing visible before them.

‘Fear nothing, my child,’ said he; ‘I have overheard, and approve of all you have said. And, Ferdinand, if I have too severely used you, I will make you rich amends by giving you my daughter. All your vexations were but my trials of your love, and you have nobly stood the test. Then as my gift, which your true love has worthily purchased, take my daughter, and do not smile that I boast she is above all praise.’ He then, telling them that he had business which required his presence, desired they would sit down and talk together, till he returned; and this command Miranda seemed not at all disposed to disobey.

When Prospero left them, he called his spirit Ariel, who quickly appeared before him, eager to relate what he had done with Prospero’s brother and the king of Naples. Ariel said, he had left them almost out of their senses with fear, at the strange things he had caused them to see and hear. When fatigued with wandering about, and famished for want of food, he had suddenly set before them a delicious banquet, and then, just as they were going to eat, he appeared visible before them in the shape of a harpy, a voracious monster with wings, and the feast vanished away. Then, to their utter amazement, this seeming harpy spoke to them, reminding them of their cruelty in driving Prospero from his dukedom, and leaving him and his infant daughter to perish in the sea; saying, that for this cause these terrors were suffered to afflict them.

The king of Naples, and Antonio the false brother, repented the injustice they had done to Prospero: and Ariel told his master he was certain their penitence was sincere, and that he, though a spirit, could not but pity them.

‘Then bring them hither, Ariel,’ said Prospero: ‘if you, who are but a spirit, feel for their distress, shall not I, who am a human being like themselves, have compassion on them? Bring them, quickly, my dainty Ariel.’

Ariel soon returned with the king, Antonio, and old Gonzalo in their train, who had followed him, wondering at the wild music he played in the air to draw them on to his master’s presence. This Gonzalo was the same who had so kindly provided Prospero formerly with books and provisions, when his wicked brother left him, as he thought, to perish in an open boat in the sea.

Grief and terror had so stupefied their senses, that they did not know Prospero. He first discovered himself to the good old Gonzalo, calling him the preserver of his life; and then his brother and the king knew that he was the injured Prospero.

Antonio with tears, and sad words of sorrow and true repentance, implored his brother’s forgiveness, and the king expressed his sincere remorse for having assisted Antonio to depose his brother: and Prospero forgave them; and, upon their engaging to restore his dukedom, he said to the king of Naples, ‘I have a gift in store for you too’; and opening a door, showed him his son Ferdinand, playing at chess with Miranda.

Nothing could exceed the joy of the father and the son at this unexpected meeting, for they each thought the other drowned in the storm.

‘O wonder!’ said Miranda, ‘what noble creatures these are! It must surely be a brave world that has such people in it.’

The king of Naples was almost as much astonished at the beauty and excellent graces of the young Miranda as his son had been. ‘Who is this maid?’ said he; ‘she seems the goddess that has parted us, and brought us thus together.’ ‘No, sir,’ answered Ferdinand, smiling to find his father had fallen into the same mistake that he had done when he first saw Miranda, ‘she is a mortal, but by immortal Providence she is mine; I chose her when I could not ask you, my father, for your consent, not thinking you were alive. She is the daughter to this Prospero, who is the famous duke of Milan, of whose renown I have heard so much, but never saw him till now: of him I have received a new life: he has made himself to me a second father, giving me this dear lady.’

‘Then I must be her father,’ said the king; ‘but oh! how oddly will it sound, that I must ask my child forgiveness.’

‘No more of that,’ said Prospero: ‘let us not remember our troubles past, since they so happily have ended.’ And then Prospero embraced his brother, and again assured him of his forgiveness; and said that a wise, over-ruling Providence had permitted that he should be driven from his poor dukedom of Milan, that his daughter might inherit the crown of Naples, for that by their meeting in this desert island it had happened, that the king’s son had loved Miranda.

These kind words which Prospero spoke, meaning to comfort his brother, so filled Antonio with shame and remorse, that he wept and was unable to speak; and the kind old Gonzalo wept to see this joyful reconciliation, and prayed for blessings on the young couple.

Prospero now told them that their ship was safe in the harbour, and the sailors all on board her, and that he and his daughter would accompany them home the next morning. ‘In the meantime,’ says he, ‘partake of such refreshments as my poor cave affords; and for your evening’s entertainment I will relate the history of my life from my first landing in this desert island.’ He then called for Caliban to prepare some food, and set the cave in order; and the company were astonished at the uncouth form and savage appearance of this ugly monster, who (Prospero said) was the only attendant he had to wait upon him.

Before Prospero left the island, he dismissed Ariel from his service, to the great joy of that lively little spirit; who, though he had been a faithful servant to his master, was always longing to enjoy his free liberty, to wander uncontrolled in the air, like a wild bird, under green trees, among pleasant fruits, and sweet-smelling flowers. ‘My quaint Ariel,’ said Prospero to the little sprite when he made him free, ‘I shall miss you; yet you shall have your freedom.’ ‘Thank you, my dear master,’ said Ariel; ‘but give me leave to attend your ship home with prosperous gales, before you bid farewell to the assistance of your faithful spirit; and then, master, when I am free, how merrily I shall live!’ Here Ariel sang this pretty song:

‘Where the bee sucks, there suck I;

In a cowslip’s bell I lie:

There I couch when owls do cry.

On the bat’s back I do fly

After summer merrily.

Merrily, merrily, shall I live now

Under the blossom that hangs on the bough.’

Prospero then buried deep in the earth his magical books, and wand, for he was resolved never more to make use of the magic art. And having thus overcome his enemies, and being reconciled to his brother and the king of Naples, nothing now remained to complete his happiness, but to revisit his native land, to take possession of his dukedom, and to witness the happy nuptials of his daughter Miranda and prince Ferdinand, which the king said should be instantly celebrated with great splendour on their return to Naples. At which place, under the safe convoy of the spirit Ariel, they after a pleasant voyage soon arrived.
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