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Introduction

Charles and Mary Lamb, who wrote the tales which appear
in More Tales from Shakespeare, were brother and sister, and
their letters to friends at the time they were writing them
show their admiration and respect for each other’s work in
turning the plays into stories for young people.

They came from a poor family, but Charles (1775-1834), as
a boy, had the chance of a better education than Mary, his
elder sister (1764-1847). For Charles, writing was something
that he did in his spare time (his main job was as a clerk in
a company that traded goods from India); he became very
well known for his essays on personal as well as literary
subjects. He was a friend of many of the most famous writers
of his time, including the poets Wordsworth and Coleridge.
Mary, who was clearly very intelligent, had much less formal
education, and trained to be a dressmaker. She had severe
mental problems, however, and one day, in an attack of mad-
ness, killed their mother. Charles (who at times also suffered
from mental problems, although his were less severe) saved
her from spending the rest of her life in an asylum by
promising that he would look after her and take full
responsibility for her and her actions. For the rest of her life
she was troubled from time to time by attacks of madness,
and Charles kept his promise. He described her as “my sister
and my friend”, and their affection for each other was very
important in both their lives.

Together they wrote other books for children, including
poetry, but the most famous book that they worked on
together is Tales from Shakespeare, which has been popular
from the time they wrote it (1807) to the present day. Of the
stories in this collection, Charles wrote King Lear, Romeo
and Juliet, Hamlet and Othello, while Mary wrote The Winter’s
Tale and The Taming of the Shrew;, Charles said that he
thought that Othello was the best of his stories and that Mary
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had done all hers “excellently”.

The beginning of the nineteenth century saw the growth
of the idea that Shakespeare was not just a great writer but
the greatest writer who had ever lived, a figure who in many
ways was greater than ordinary people and whose knowledge
and understanding of human nature was so wide and deep
that it was close to God’s. Charles Lamb certainly shared
this view; he writes, for example, of Shakespeare, with his
“godlike mind”, as being greater not just than other writers
of the same time but all other human beings. This view of
Shakespeare, however, regards him as a poet rather than
a writer of plays: Lamb remarks that the real greatness of
Shakespeare’s plays is best understood by a reader, not a
member of an audience. He feels that when they are read
the plays have a greater effect on the reader’s mind and
feelings, and that when we see a play performed, the appear-
ance of the actors, the sound of their voices, their clothes
and the stage scenery all take our attention from the
“heavenly poetry”.

This view of Shakespeare as a poet whose work should be
read rather than acted, and the fact that at this time some
of Shakespeare’s plays were either very rarely performed
or were performed with a different story from the one
Shakespeare wrote (King Lear, for example, had been almost
completely rewritten at the end of the seventeenth century),
meant that young people might not have seen the plays
performed as Shakespeare wrote them. The Lambs’ stories,
therefore, keep very close to the original words of Shake-
speare’s plays wherever this is possible, sometimes copying
the words of the play directly and in other places merely
making the language a little simpler to enable readers to
understand it (since the English language had changed
in many ways in the two hundred years since Shakespeare
wrote and his own particular variety of English is often very
complicated). Some of the other changes by the Lambs are
also to make the stories easier to understand; Shakespeare’s
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play of King Lear, for example, includes a second story about the
Earl of Gloucester and his sons; Charles Lamb’s version
reduces this to two short sentences since, as he says, the story
that he is telling is that of King Lear and his three daughters.

More Tales from Shakespeare tells readers very clearly which
are the “good” and “bad” characters, which means that some
of the stories become a fight between good and evil, rather
than stories about particular people who do particular things.
The characters are presented in very simple terms, and readers
are not given a chance to decide for themselves what they
think about them. This is very clear in King Lear: one of the
most important reasons which Goneril gives when she says
that Lear and his knights cannot stay with her is that the
knights like “noise and feasting”; in case we as readers should
think that this complaint might be reasonable, Lamb makes
it very clear that she is wrong to complain and that the knights
are all very polite with “excellent manners”, in a way that
Shakespeare’s play does not. When we are reading or watching
the play, we have characters speaking to us directly in their own
words, and we can make up our minds about them — indeed,
different people often have different ideas about the same
character; when a storyteller tells us about them, we have to
trust the storyteller to tell us the truth, because we have no way
of judging for ourselves.

Since part of the aim of the stories is to give moral lessons
to young people, it is not surprising that importance is given
to stories which deal with parents and children, especially when
the play can be used to show that good children are obedient
and loving to their parents. King Lear is described as foolish
in the way he divides his kingdom and also when he believes
Goneril and Regan when they say they love him, but he is
shown as suffering at their hands far more than this
“foolishness” deserves, and we are told that he is “in a pitiful
condition” and “nearly heartbroken” when these two daugh-
ters treat him “cruelly” after he has been “so good to them”.
Goneril and Regan are shown as bad daughters and bad
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women who end badly, while Cordelia is shown as loving,
obedient and honest — a perfect daughter whose father
understands her goodness at the end.

The stories also reflect the mood of their time when they
teach that wives should be obedient to their husbands:
Petruchio in The Taming of the Shrew does many unpleasant,
and even cruel, things to Katharine in order to make her
into an obedient wife; the story does not reveal how she feels
or allow the reader to feel sorry for her, but ends as if
Petruchio’s remark, “I am the master . . . and everything . . .
is sweet and happy” is to be a happy ending for Katharine as
well as for him. The stories also reflect their time in the
feelings they show towards Othello. Lamb makes it clear that
the colour of his skin would have been “an objection impossible
to overcome” to other ladies. Opinions like these are today
heavily criticised by many people, though were common in
Europe in the Lambs’ time.

It is interesting that all the stories in this collection show
characters who pretend in order to deceive others: some-
times they pretend to be in a condition in which they are not or
to have feelings that they do not have, or to be a person who
they are not; sometimes the fact that they deceive others
leads to a happy ending and sometimes it leads to misery. In
every case it is important that the truth should be made clear
at the end, so that even in those plays which end most
unhappily, there is a sense that justice has returned and that
the characters in the play, as well as the readers or audience,
know the truth.

More Tales from Shakespeare not only presents some of
Shakespeare’s best known plays so that their stories are clear
and easy to read, but also suggests that whatever problems
and difficulties there may be, justice and order will return in
the end; and in this they have the ancient purpose of literature,
to give moral teaching at the same time that they give
pleasure.



AN, AP A B )L, A i RGBT 505k
) PR

XU HOHE B TR A R, Pl HFE
FRZMM LR, E(YHRE) S, B A& T EF I E MM T
WEL ARRTTZ IR KT, 2 B R 68 b B 3 A0 — OB Y
FT . WA EBET H0RE AT, oA ik 4 X i 2R i
B SRAEFEFR:"RE-KZE, SMEZ,HE—Y
MEMMEE MAMERE 77PN FEFMLRRREBEAN
tREIZE R 3, St AT BT X AP F % R Bk
THRASBHACE AR R o = IR TR S I K G 3 oAb 3 Lo R
“AALE AR BT o AR AE 22 R i AR U kA X R
&L R4 KA 22 B2 AR DT

DR L BEA 8, A B R R BT AW T AR R R
He ), DLW BN o A7 B0 At 7] B 28 4k T — b S PR B3R AR
BB, R BER A —15 A S ERBE AR A, R
BT — A E2IEM A AT T A, B AR B AR
A BRAR . R R A RERM KA. B
BN AESS R+ o At AR A X, B A X — 2 & IR R
EFR) MR R A LA B i3 s AR AR RIE T H AR

ABACERME T 9 1 L WA — 55 Z0 £ O R R, 6 B
R 5 ik, T HLAR AT — AR A A A A R XER]
B, ESCBRF 2 2R E , X Bt 2 SCF R EAMB/
—E AMNFE R P B R &K RN EZ P EEHE .

xi



Contents

INtroduction =++=wx=rterrererrrernrmnrenranaienienueniaaciennee. iv
The Winter’ g Tale revrreerrrrermmnniiiiiniiiiiiiii, 2
King Lear terrecerteceerenteatiniatiiiitiiiiaeiaiinaiaaiie, 26
The Taming of the Shrew ««+-terrrrrrrarearanrenncnnn. 50
Romeo and Juliet »-reeseeeeresrerensemsinnini.. 74
Hamlet, Prince of Denmark «:-sesereererecreseneees 108
Othellg «reeerrrrerersnsrrensretitattiiietineincaeeeas 138
ﬁ”l:% ...................................................... 166



-‘ﬁa‘ ............................................................ VvV
K RBYBEE «ovvvvmrermreririiii 3
$;];£ ......................................................... 27
w”{gie ......................................................... 51
?%B‘kgjﬂ%ﬁﬁn{- ............................................. 75
p%tﬂ%ﬁ__ﬂ.if% ................................. 109
%%y ...................................................... 139
ﬂ?E%E ...................................................... 166

iii






The Winter’s Iale

The People in the Story

Leontes, king of Sicily
Manmillius, prince of Sicily
Camillo
Antigonus
Cleomenes
Dion
Polixenes, king of Bohemia and friend of Leontes
Florizel, a prince — son of Polixenes

An old shepherd, the supposed father of Perdita

lords of Sicily

Hermione, wife of Leontes, queen of Sicily
Perdita, daughter of Leontes and Hermione
Paulina, wife of Antigonus

Emilia, a lady serving Hermione



