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Introduction

Charles and Mary Lamb, who wrote Tales from Shakespeare,
were brother and sister. They came from a poor family, but
Charles (1775-1834), as a boy, had the chance of a better edu-
cation 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
madness, killed their mother. Charles (who at times also suf-
fered 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 responsi-
bility for her and her aclions. 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 collec-
tion, Charles wrote Macheth and Mary wrote the others.

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
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was close to God’s. Charles Lamb certainly shared this view; he
writes of Shakespeare as having a “godlike mind”. This view of
Shakespeare, however, regards him as a poet rather than a
writer of plays: Lamb remarks that the real greatness of Shake-
speare’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 actors and the stage scenery take
our attention from the “heavenly poetry”.

The fact that at this time some of Shakespeare’s plays were
either very rarely performed or were performed with a differ-
ent story from the one Shakespeare wrote, 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 Shakespeare’s plays wherever this is pos-
sible, 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 Shake-
speare wrote and his own particular variety of English is often
very complicated). The Lambs also cut out the second stories
from some of the plays — The Tempest, Twelfth Night, and A
Midsummer Night's Dream, for example — to prevent these
Tales from becoming too complicated for their young readers.

At the time when the Lambs were writing, there were very
strong ideas about the importance of giving young people moral
education, and much of the literature written for them was
intended to teach clear moral lessons. The Tales from Shake-
speare for example, tell readers very clearly which are the
“good” characters in a story and which are “bad”, 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. In The Merchant of Venice, for example,
Shylock is presented as “merciless”, “cruel” and “unfeeling”,
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whereas all the descriptions of Antonio talk of his kindness: we
are even told that he was “the kindest man that ever lived”. The
way in which Shylock is presented as “a merciless Jew” while
only Christians show mercy and kindness also reflects the age
when the stories were written.

It is interesting that all the stories in this collection show
some characters deceiving others. Sometimes this is done by a
character pretending to be a different person (in The Merchant
of Venice, As You Like It, and Twelfth Night), sometimes by the
plan of a group of characters to deceive others (Much Ado About
Nothing) and sometimes by magic, whether this is controlled by
a human being (The Tempest), or by non-human forces for good
(A Midsummer Night's Dream) or evil (Macbeth). Sometimes the
fact that people are deceived leads to a happy ending and in
others it leads to misery, but in every case it is important that
the truth should be made clear at the end so that there is a
sense that right and justice have returned. This is an important
part of the Lambs’ intention in writing the stories: they wanted
them to teach young readers a moral lesson by showing that,
even if there is deceit and unhappiness along the way, the
“good” characters will be happy at the end of the story while the
“bad” characters will be punished or suffer in some way. Truth
and justice must be seen to win in the end.

Along the way to this “happy” ending, however, there is often
a great deal of confusion and pretence, and many of the char-
acters (including “good” ones) spend a lot of time deceiving the
others. Sometimes the characters deceive others by the clothes
they wear as well as the way in which they behave (in As You Like
It, The Merchant of Venice and Twelfth Night, the chief female
character dresses like a man and behaves as men are thought to
behave), but the most important means by which the characters
are deceived is language. In Much Ado About Nothing, for exam-
ple, Beatrice and Benedick are deceived by conversations they
hear about each other’s feelings, and the words they hear,
which were said as lies, turn out in the end to be true. In
Macbeth and Twelfth Night, words which are understood at the
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time to have one meaning turn out in the end to have a very
different one. Macbeth thinks he is safe when the witches tell
him that no man born of woman can hurt him, while Viola
promises Olivia that she will never love any woman, and tells
Orsino of her father’s daughter who loved a man in the same
way as she, if she were a woman, would love Orsino himself. Both
these remarks of Viola’s are understood in one meaning by the
readers or audience, who know that Viola is a woman, and in
another way by the characters in the play who think she is a
man. In The Tempest, Prospero uses the magic he has learned
from his books to create the tempest which brings his enemies
to the island, and to call both the spirit Ariel and the monster
Caliban (who could not speak until Prospero taught him his
language) to serve him. At the end of the play, when he has
succeeded in his plans, he buries his magic books deep in the
earth, as if to prevent anyone else from possessing the same
power through language that he himself had had.

Some of the most interesting examples of the power of lan-
guage appear in The Merchant of Venice. At the trial, Portia first
makes a powerful speech on the quality of mercy and then,
when Shylock refuses to show mercy, shows the court that, since
the words of the bond do not include any mention of blood with
the pound of flesh, and that they require that the piece of flesh
be cut from Antonio’s body to exactly the weight of a pound,
Shylock has been caught in the trap he had planned for Antonio.
He had thought that the words of the bond meant that Antonio
was at his mercy, but in fact he is at the mercy of Antonio, and
he has been defeated by the words which he himself had chosen.

The Tales from Shakespeare not only present some of Shake-
speare’s best-known plays so that their stories are clear and
easy to read, but also suggest that whatever problems and dif-
ficulties there may be, justice and order will return in the end.
In this they have the ancient purpose of literature: to give moral
teaching at the same time that they give pleasure.
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The Tempest

The People in the Story

Prospero, the true duke of Milan

Antonio, his brother who is the wrongful duke
The king of Naples

Ferdinand, his son

Miranda, daughter of Prospero

Ariel, a spirit serving Prospero

Caliban, a monster
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The Tempest
The Island of Spirits

There was a certain island in the sea, on which there lived only
an old man, whose name was Prospero, and his daughter Miranda,
a very beautiful young lady.

They lived in a cave made out of a rock: it was divided into
several parts, one of which Prospero called his study. There he
kept his books, which chiefly dealt with magic; 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 put under a
charm by a witch called Sycorax, Prospero, by the power of his
art, set free many good spirits that Sycorax had shut up in the
bodies of large trees, because they had refused to do her wicked
commands. These gentle spirits were ever after obedient to the
will of Prospero. Of these Ariel was the chief.

The lively little spirit Ariel had no evil in his nature, except
that he took rather too much pleasure in troubling an ugly
monster called Caliban, whom he hated because he was the son
of his old enemy Sycorax. Prospero had found this Caliban in
the woods, a strange twisted thing, far less like a man than a
large monkey. He took him home to his cave, and taught him to
speak; and Prospero would have been very kind to him, but the
bad nature which Caliban had 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
tasks; and Ariel had the duty of forcing him to these services.

When Caliban was lazy and did not do his work, Ariel (who
could be seen by no eyes but Prospero’s) would come quietly up
and take hold of him painfully, and sometimes throw him down
in the mud; and then Ariel, in the likeness of a monkey, would
make mouths at him. Then quickly changing his shape, in the
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