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ABSTRACT

This thesis is the first detailed study of The Family Shakespeare since Noel Perrin's 

Dr Bawdier's Legacy: A History of Expurgated Books in England and America 

(1969). It investigates the social forces which led to the publication of The Family 

Shakespeare. It begins with a discussion of the Bowdlers and the history of the 

edition, before dealing with the growth of literacy and changing reading habits in the 

early nineteenth century, particularly focusing on women reading and women reading 

Shakespeare. The third chapter deals with The Family Shakespeare in context and 

considers the influences of family, Evangelicalism, sensibility, Vice Societies and 

attitudes to sexuality may have had on Bowdler's edition. The fourth chapter 

discusses the expurgations that Thomas Bowdler made in light of these social forces, 

taking note of patterns and discrepancies. The conclusion discusses The Family 

Shakespeare's status as a piece of pre-Victorian prudery suggests that though it is 

generally disregarded, it deserves scholarly attention as an important resource. The 

appendix is a reference tool designed to make navigating the edition easy for new and 

experienced readers. It contains all the expurgations made, with references to The 

Family Shakespeare, its source edition and The Oxford Shakespeare: The Complete 

Works.
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Introduction

INTRODUCTION

This thesis contains the first detailed textual study of the second edition of The 

Family Shakespeare (1818) edited by Thomas Bowdler. The second edition is the 

focus of the study, rather than the first (1807) because it contains sixteen more plays 

and was a more popular and commercially successful edition. It was also edited by 

a different person from the first edition and, as such, is expurgated differently and 

with a more objective aim. Primarily this study poses two questions; firstly, why 

The Family Shakespeare was published in the early nineteenth century. Answering 

this entails the consideration of numerous social, cultural and historical factors 

which combined to create an enormous, subconscious demand for such a 

publication. The second question is how these demands were answered by The 

Family Shakespeare. Responding to this question involves a detailed textual 

analysis of the second edition beginning with comparative work conducted between 

Thomas Bowdler's edition and his source material, the sixth edition of The Plays of 

William Shakespeare, with the corrections and illustrations of various 

commentators; to which are added notes by S. Johnson and G. Steevens. A second 

appendix to Mr. Malone 's supplement, containing additional observations by the 

editor (1813), which was revised by Isaac Reed. 1 The results of this study are laid 

out in a clear format in the appendix, where all the expurgations that Thomas 

Bowdler made in the 1818 edition are listed, together with page references and line 

references to The Oxford Shakespeare: The Complete Works (second edition).2

1 Henceforth called The Plays of William Shakespeare, ed. by Reed.
2 ed. by Stanley Wells et al. (Oxford: Clarendon, 2005).



Introduction

In order to carry out this comparison I spent several months working with 

original copies of The Family Shakespeare (1818) and The Plays of William 

Shakespeare and noted all the expurgations Thomas Bowdler had made. The 

editions I used can both be found at The Shakespeare Centre Library in Stratford- 

upon-Avon. As well as looking in detail at the second edition I have also spent 

some time comparing the expurgations from the second edition with the 

expurgations from the first (1807) a copy of which can be found at the Bodleian 

Library. The differences which exist between the two editions are a result of 

different editorships since the first edition was edited by Henrietta Maria Bowdler 

and not by Thomas. Other editions of the text which have been important for my 

study are the third edition (1820) which is the first to contain Measure for Measure 

as expurgated by Thomas Bowdler, and the fourth edition (1823) which contains a 

new preface written by Thomas. These editions can be found at The Shakespeare 

Centre Library. I have also looked at the one-volume seventh edition, available at 

The Shakespeare Institute Library, Stratford-upon-Avon.

When these editions were originally published they were not denoted by the 

same terminology as I have named them above and thus do not always appear in 

this fashion in works written on The Family Shakespeare. For the following 

explanation of the succession of early editions I am indebted to Colin Franklin's 

essay 'The Bowdlers and their Family Shakespeare'. When Thomas's edition was 

published by Longman in 1818 it became known as the first edition, because he had 

included all the plays. The preface to this edition thus became known as the 

'Preface to the First Edition' and Henrietta's original preface was disregarded
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although Thomas repeated many of her sentiments. In 1820, a new edition was 

published, called the second (but actually the third), and in 1823, the edition which 

was called the third on its title page, had a completely new preface which is 

contrarily known as the 'Preface to the Fourth Edition.' In 1825, the 'so-called' 

fourth edition repeated this same preface. 3 However, for better clarity during this 

project I will be referring to the editions as follows; first edition (1807), second 

edition (1818), third edition (1820), fourth edition (1823), fifth edition (1827) and 

soon.

Aside from close textual study, gaining an understanding of The Family 

Shakespeare has taken me beyond the realms of Shakespearean scholarship and 

literature into considerations of historical, economical and sociological events and 

theories which have all impacted upon the production of such an edition. The first 

two chapters of the study discuss some of these factors; in particular the growth of 

reading, the rise of the 'nuclear' family, Evangelical Christianity, the vice societies 

that sprung up at the end of the eighteenth century and the sexual literature they 

tried to suppress. The final chapter considers the expurgations that were made in 

the light of these sociological forces. The foundations of this study, therefore, lie in 

the expurgations Rowdier made to Shakespeare's plays and a discussion of any 

patterns or discrepancies that occur. The aims of this study are to provide a 

definitive account of The Family Shakespeare both from a textual and cultural 

viewpoint and it has taken into account the social, cultural and historical conditions

3 Colin Franklin, 'The Bowdlers and their Family Shakespeare', Book Collector, 49 (2000), 227-43 
(p. 241).

-3-



Introduction

which created one of the nineteenth-century's most popular editions of Shakespeare 

and details the expurgations which these gave rise to.

However, before considering these more complicated issues it is important to 

discuss and to understand what the edition is like and who its editors were. The 

Family Shakespeare first appeared in 1807; printed anonymously in Bath. It is a 

four volume work which includes nineteen of Shakespeare's plays: As You Like It, 

Cymbeline, Hamlet, 1 Henry IV, 2 Henry IV, Henry V, Henry VIII, King Lear, Julius 

Caesar, King John, Macbeth, The Merchant of Venice, A Midsummer Night's 

Dream, Much Ado About Nothing, Othello, Richard II, Richard III, The Tempest, 

Twelfth Night. The other plays must have been considered irredeemable and thus, 

far too indecent for the edition. In a preface affixed to the edition the editor sets out 

their purpose for producing the text, which is to render Shakespeare's work 

'unexceptionable by a very little alteration.' 4 The editor also has a sense of the 

audience to which the book will appeal; that is 'those who value every literary 

production in proportion to the effect which it may produce in a religious and moral 

point of view.' 5 Within a few years the authorship of this moralistic text had been 

falsely attributed to Thomas Bowdler, a retired doctor. In fact, it was his sister, 

Henrietta, who was the first editor of these now notorious volumes.

Noel Perrin was responsible for revealing Henrietta's editorship in his book Dr 

Bowdler's Legacy: A History of Expurgated Books in England and America (1969)

4 Henrietta Maria Bowdler, The Family Shakespeare - in four volumes (Bath: R. Cruttwell, 1807), I, 
p. vi.
5 H. Bowdler, I, p. v.
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and his conviction is supported by a number of letters; the first sent by Henrietta's 

protege, the Reverend Robert Mayow, to James Plumptre who was a family friend:

I don't know whether it be your intention to publish your 'English 
Drama' so that it may be uniform in point of size with Mrs. 
Bowdler's Shakespere [sic]. If it were of that size, perhaps it might 
recommend it to those who have her work.6

This seems conclusive, although it is only one man's opinion of the provenance of 

The Family Shakespeare. In addition to this letter is one from the Bishop of St. 

David's to James Plumptre which reads:

It would be a most fortunate circumstance for the country, if the 
theatre could be deprived of its immoral tendency...Mrs Bowdler 
and her Brother have done a good deal toward moralizing 
Shakespeare; but it will, I think, be more difficult to moralize the 
Playhouses and the Players. 7

A final piece of evidence is a letter written by the nephew of Henrietta, who was 

disposing of her belongings after her death. He sent a parcel of books to a 

neighbour and included this note with the parcel:

Your husband is so very scrupulous about accepting a few books 
from a friend, that I venture to address myself to you, because I am 
sure of a request being favourably treated...The Shakspeare [sic] is 
my Aunt's edition, but may serve young folk's; and it is pleasant to 
have a copy for common use.

Henrietta herself may not have admitted to her responsibility for the 1807 edition, 

but those close to her were aware of her contribution to Bowdlerism and it is their 

letters which finally allowed Henrietta to be recognized as the editor of the 1807 

edition.

6 Unpublished letter in University Library, Cambridge, as cited in Noel Perrin, Dr Bowdler's Legacy: 
A History of Expurgated Books in England and America (London: Macmillan, 1969), p. 78.
7 Unpublished Letter, University Library, Cambridge as cited in Perrin, p. 78.
8 as cited in Perrin, p. 78 (see his note for location of letters).
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It is not known exactly why Henrietta kept her editorship anonymous but it was 

common practice amongst female writers and editors at the time, and it is widely 

hypothesized that she would not have wanted to admit to understanding the words 

and phrases she expurgated. While the intentions to remove from Shakespeare 

'everything that can raise a blush on the cheek of modesty' may seem delicate 

enough; the expurgation itself required of Henrietta a great deal of very indelicate 

knowledge and understanding of Shakespeare's bawdry and profanity. When the 

1818 edition was published, however, it did contain a name on the title page; that of 

Thomas Bowdler and the name of the edition was also different, The Family 

Shakspeare [sic] 9 which further indicates a change of editor. 10

Since Thomas and Henrietta were siblings it is not inconceivable that the two of 

them worked together on their editions but the mode of editing changes from 1807 

to 1818. Henrietta not only cut on the grounds of obscenity; she also edited out 

passages which she felt were boring or inconsequential, rendering her edition a great 

deal shorter than other collected works of Shakespeare. All the passages which 

Henrietta had cut on the grounds of aesthetics were restored by Thomas and he also 

attempted to expurgate a further sixteen of Shakespeare's plays. Despite their 

differences in editorial approach, Thomas and Henrietta still demonstrate a very 

similar need to banish indecency from the public view. To understand this 

similarity and how it developed it is important to consider the significant roles 

which their family played in the birth of Bowdlerization.

g [However, I will use the standardized spelling, The Family Shakespeare, throughout] 
10 Perrin, p. 78.
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The Bowdlers were raised in Bath during the 1750s and their mother, Elizabeth 

Stuart Bowdler was their first teacher. Elizabeth was a religious writer who had a 

passion for the Church of England and it is thought that she studied Hebrew". As 

early as 1775, Elizabeth Stuart Bowdler was railing against the 'unbounded 

licentiousness of this and many other ages'. 12 A Commentary on the Song of 

Solomon Paraphrased in which this quotation is to be found is a criticism of The 

Song of Solomon Paraphrased, written by Bishop Percy in 1764. Elizabeth 

objected to the use of such lines as 'he shall lie all night between my breasts' and 

the word 'bed' for which she suggested substituting 'bridal chariot'. 13

Squire Bowdler was equally as censorious as his wife. In the fifth edition reprint 

(1827) of The Family Shakespeare there is a footnote added to Thomas's 'Preface to 

the First Edition'. This footnote is generally attributed to Thomas Bowdler but, as 

Colin Franklin has justly pointed out, Thomas died in 1825 and thus, it cannot be 

his note. 14 Instead Franklin believes it is Henrietta's final addition to the work. 

Whilst this cannot be proved, the intimate detail with which the writer of the note 

recalls the following scene suggests that it is certainly one of the Bowdler siblings 

who added the note:

In the perfection of reading few men were equal to my father and 
such were his good taste and decency, and his prompt discretion, that 
his family listened with delight to Lear, Hamlet, and Othello, without 
knowing that those matchless tragedies contained words and

11 Emma Major, 'Bowdler , Elizabeth Stuart (d. 1797)', Oxford Dictionary of National Biography,
(Oxford University Press, 2004) <http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/74743> [accessed 10 Jan
2006] (para. 1 of 3).
12 A Commentary on the Song of Solomon Paraphrased (Edinburgh, 1775), p. 2 in Perrin, Legacy, p.
60.
13 Perrin, Legacy, p. 66.
14 Franklin, p. 242.
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expressions improper to be pronounced; and without any reason to 
suspect that any parts of the play had been omitted by the 
circumspect and judicious reader. 1

Thus, the first Bowdlerizer of Shakespeare was not in fact Henrietta, or Thomas but 

their father whose talents seem to have been quick thinking and an ability to fool 

children with adlibbed Shakespeare. The image of the worldly male reading to and 

selecting passages for the innocent listener is perpetuated within the literature of the 

period. 16 Therefore it is not surprising that Henrietta Bowdler decided to create a 

pre-expurgated version which would allow for home reading without the men 

having to censor as they went along.

Aside from Henrietta and Thomas, two of Elizabeth's other children were also 

authors. Jane Bowdler (1743-1784), the eldest of the Bowdler children was a poet 

and essayist who did not follow so closely in her parents' footsteps as to actually 

expurgate anything but she did, however, profess her support of the need for 

delicacy and essays on delicate and decent subjects such as politeness, candour, 

Christian perfection and the pleasures of religion. 17 John Bowdler (1746-1823) was 

a Church of England layman and a religious writer. He was part of an illustrious 

group of Anglican high-churchmen and was not sympathetic to protestant 

dissenters. However, his views on economic abuses, moral irregularities, dancing, 

card-playing and Sabbath breaking matched those of his Anglican Evangelical 

counterparts. His high-church principles did not bar him from being friends with 

prominent Claphamite Evangelicals, such as Henry Thornton and his wife, whose

15 Thomas Bowdler, ed., The Family Shakespeare, 5 th edn., 8 vols. (London: Longman, 1825; repr. 
1827), I, xviii.
16 Jacqueline Pearson, Women's Reading in Britain, 1750-1835: A Dangerous Occupation 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999).
17 Jane Bowdler, Poems and Essays By A Lady Lately Deceased, 2 vols. (Bath: R. Cruttwell, 1786).
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family life is discussed in chapter two of this study. John was as much a defender 

of delicacy as the rest of the family and he had a set letter which he sent out to 

friends' daughters who were marrying. In it, he would chastise them about the 

importance of delicacy and decorum. He also went to great lengths to expose the 

immorality and corruption of the nation with his 'strongly worded and lengthy 

pamphlet'; Reform or Ruin: Take your Choice. 1 * His first expurgation was not 

published until 1821. It is a poetry anthology and in the preface he states "my 

object was not to produce a collection of elegant poetry, but to do good...I 

therefore...extracted and abridged freely'. 19

Thomas Bowdler did not begin his literary career until later in his life. When he 

was sixteen, he went to St Andrew's University to study medicine and then moved 

to Edinburgh where he graduated in 1776. Although he was a fellow of the Royal 

Society and a licentiate of the College of Physicians he retired from medicine in 

1785, partly due to an unfortunate 'physical aversion to sick people' and partly due 

to inheriting money from his father after his death. 20 Thomas then moved to 

London where he lived until 1800. He obtained an introduction to Elizabeth 

Montagu and became part of a literary and philanthropic group which included 

Bishop Porteus, Elizabeth Carter, Hester Chapone and Hannah More. He was a 

very charitable man and was devoted to enforcing prison reform, he was also 

chairman of St. George's Vestry and a member of the committee in charge of the

18 Peter B. Nockles, 'Bowdler, John (1746-1823)', Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, Oxford 
University Press, 2004; online edn, May 2005 <http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/3031> 
[accessed 22 Aug 2006]; John Bowdler, Reform or Ruin: Take your Choice!, 2 nd edn, (Dublin: J. 
Milliken, 1798)
19 Poems Divine and Moral, 1821,pp. xiv-xv in Perrin, p. 68.
20 Perrin, p. 69.
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Magdalen hospital. He joined the Proclamation Society, a group of individuals 

determined to eradicate vice, profanity and immorality in Britain. One of their 

methods was to try and prevent, and even punish the sale of 'licentious print and 

publications'.21 He left London in 1800 and it is thought that the failure of his 

reform project was partly the cause. He moved to the Isle of Wight and was 

unhappily married and then separated from Elizabeth Frevenen.

It was not until 1815 that he published his first literary work, aside from his 

thesis. It was an autobiography of his old friend William Villettes, entitled The Life 

of Villettes. This was quickly followed by Observations on emigration to France, 

with an account of health, economy, and the education of children which warned 

people against convalescing in France and suggested Malta as a better alternative. 

Obviously not popular on its own, it was later added onto the end of The Life of 

Villettes:12 After his most famous work The Family Shakespeare, Bowdler wrote an 

introduction to a selection of chapters from the Old Testament (1822) and continued 

his expurgatorial work when he attempted to purify Gibbon's History of the Decline 

and Fall of the Roman Empire, which was completed just before his death and was 

published by his nephew, Thomas Bowdler the younger, who also wrote a short 

biography of his uncle.

Henrietta Maria Bowdler, Thomas's sister started writing earlier in her life and 

with, initially, more success than Thomas. Her first publication was an edition of

21 Rev. Thomas Bowdler, Postscript to Some Account of the Bowdler Family and of Thomas Bowdler 
(Malvern Wells, 1824), p.305.
22 M. Clare Loughlin-Chow, 'Bowdler, Thomas (1754 - 1825)', Oxford Dictionary of National 
Biography (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004) <http://www.oxfordend.com/view/article/3032> 
[accessed 4 Jan 2006].
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her sister, Jane Bowdler's, poems but it was her own Sermons on the Doctrines and 

Duties of Christianity, published in 1801, which propelled her towards literary 

fame. Similarly to many other works written by women at the time Sermons was 

published anonymously but it was soon generally known that Henrietta was the 

author. It was a work which impressed many people, in both literary and religious 

circles. In fact, Bishop Porteus of London was so pleased with the text that, 

thinking it must have been penned by a male clergyman, he 'had written...to beg 

her to accept a parish in his diocese'. Through Sermons, which ran through fifty 

editions in as many years, Henrietta achieved almost celebrity status and 'half the 

leaders of high-minded thought in England were in correspondence with her, and 

many had visited the salon she kept in Bath.' 23

Henrietta was known for her delicacy and propriety. Gilbert Elliot, Earl of 

Minto described meeting her in a letter written on March 31 st, 1787:

She is, I believe, a blue-stocking, but what the colour of that part of 
her dress is must be mere conjecture, as you will easily believe when 
I tell you that...she said she never looked at [dancers in operas] but 
always kept her eyes shut the whole time, and when I asked her why, 
she said it was so indelicate she could not bear to look.24

The Bowdler family's obsession with delicacy and indecency was likely to have 

been rooted in their Christianity. Elizabeth Stuart Bowdler is said to have been 

passionate about the Church of England and her children were strong Christians, as 

is evident from John Bowdler's devotional profession and the subjects of Henriettta 

and Thomas's literary endeavours. Thomas and Henrietta are widely accepted to

23 Perrin, Legacy, p. 69.
24 The Life and Letters of Sir Gilbert Elliot, I st Earl of Minto from 1751-1806, ed. by The Countess 
of Minto, 3 vols. (London: Longman, Green, 1874), I, 146.
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have been Evangelicals and certainly associated with people from that religious 

group, including the Evangelical MP William Wilberforce. Whilst the expurgations 

that Thomas and Henrietta make in The Family Shakespeare certainly gives us 

enough evidence to assume that they were Protestant and not Catholic, it is difficult 

to conclude exactly which denomination of Christianity the Bowdlers followed.25 

However, further evidence of their Evangelicalism can be found in Henrietta's 

coyness and obvious distaste for the extravagancies of opera which hint towards a 

puritanical outlook. The action of the expurgation itself compounds this view since 

Evangelicals were generally thought to be serious minded and censorious.

Henrietta's coyness is undoubtedly one of her motivations for allowing her 

brother to take credit for her work. However, the edition did not receive the 

expected attention that its anonymous editor was so keen to shield herself from. As 

the first Shakespeare ever to be printed in Bath it remained obscure and provincial. 

Even when the second edition was published in London in 1818 it did not cause 

much of a stir. It was the article printed in 1821 in Blackwood's Magazine 

condemning the edition as 'that piece of prudery in pasteboard' 26 and the ensuing 

argument between Blackwood's, the British Critic and the Edinburgh Review which 

fuelled the controversy and the popularity of Bowdler's edition. The second edition 

differs from the first in many ways. It was actually edited by Thomas Bowdler and 

not by his sister and though it has been disparaged by many critics, it was relatively 

objective in its expurgation.

25 Perrin, p. 73.
26 Blackwood's Magazine, 1821, pp. 512-13 as cited in Perrin, p. 83.
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When Henrietta edited the 1807 text she only included twenty of the plays, 

omitting the more troublesome and bawdy works such as Romeo and Juliet and 

Measure for Measure?1 Even when Thomas edited the second edition in 1818, in 

which he added the sixteen plays excluded by Henrietta, Measure for Measure 

remained a problem. Thomas felt that it was impossible to free it from 'those 

defaults which are inseparably connected with the story'. 28 Therefore, Bowdler 

simply reprinted John Kemble's acting version of 1789 without changing any 

words. He was still concerned with this approach as he felt that Measure was not 

'yet an unobjectionable play' 29 and by the third edition, published in 1820, he had 

succeeded in producing his own version from the original.

That Kemble's version of Measure for Measure was abridged is not surprising. 

Since the revival of the theatres in 1660 Shakespeare's plays had frequently been 

edited, adapted and cut, or, as it was often termed in the trade 'castrated.' Mainly 

this was done to suit the tastes of the age, as well as accommodating for the exciting 

addition of actresses to the stage. For this reason, many people were not familiar 

with Shakespeare in his original form, and one actor is known to have been 

astounded when David Garrick began to restore 'real' Shakespeare to the stage.

Despite these cuts and alterations, acting versions are not dealt with in any detail 

in this study. There are several reasons for this, the main one being that it is

- 1 Andrew Murphy, Shakespeare in Print: A History and Chronology of Shakespeare Publishing 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), p. 170.
28 The Family Shakespeare. In Ten Volumes 12 mo. In which nothing is added to the Text; but those 
Words and Expressions are omitted which cannot with Propriety be read aloud in a Family, ed. by 
Thomas Bowdler, 10 vols (London: Longman, 1818), II, 3.
29 Bowdler, 1818,11,3.
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difficult to ascertain whether these adaptations were changed on the grounds of 

indecency. In fact, many of them, particularly those of the Restoration period were 

far bawdier than the originals. It is certain that the Bowdlers would have been more 

shocked by Dryden and Davenant's Tempest than by Shakespeare's. 30 Further, 

many of the cuts made in theatrical versions are made for aesthetic rather than moral 

reasons. Thomas Bowdler did not make aesthetic judgements in his edition, but 

simply removed offending passages. Bowdler himself did not disapprove of acting 

versions and acknowledged that the experiences of seeing Shakespeare performed, 

and reading his works on the page were entirely different.31 Finally, the acting 

versions of Kemble, Garrick and others, though they were castrated, were still 

dealing with Shakespeare in his familiar territory, that of the stage. As another 

major concern of this study is the burgeoning cultural phenomenon of reading 

Shakespeare, rather than seeing his plays performed; these stage versions, though 

interesting, are not relevant.

However, the existence of acting versions does show that Kemble's castration of 

Shakespeare is nothing new. Yet, in 1805 when George Ellis suggested to Walter 

Scott that he should produce a more sanitary version of Dryden, Scott replied with 

great gusto: 'I would soon as castrate my own father, as I believe Jupiter did of 

yore. What would you say to any man who would castrate Shakespeare, or 

Massinger, or Beaumont and Fletcher?' 32 For Scott, castrating the giants of English 

literature would be a shocking act but at the time he was writing this letter, many

30 For Dryden and Davenant's Tempest see Five Restoration Adaptations of Shakespeare, 
Christopher Spencer, ed. (Urbana, Illinois: The University of Illinois Press, 1965).
31 Thomas Bowdler, A Letter to the Editor of the British Critic (London: Longman, 1823), pp. 14-15.
32 Letters of Sir Walter Scott, 1787-1807, ed. by H.J.C. Grierson (London: Constable, 1932), p. 265.
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men had changed Shakespeare's words, with little regard for his status or his legacy. 

It seems that to see false Shakespeare in the theatre was not as offensive as to read 

false Shakespeare at home.

However, while it was not common to read expurgated Shakespeare in the 

eighteenth and early nineteenth century, there were some editions in which the 

original words were not always preserved. The eighteenth century saw the rise of 

scholarly editions of Shakespeare. While this changed his status from one of many 

old dramatists to a unique and iconic figure in English literature it also developed a 

platform for a large amount of criticism. In the preface to his 1725 edition Pope 

highlights Shakespeare's faults but tries to excuse them on the grounds that he 

wrote 'to the People; and writ at first without patronage from the better sort'. 

Another useful excuse is that Shakespeare was once an actor and as such only 

wished to please 'the present humour.' 33 Together, according to Pope, these explain 

the low wit and rough language which Shakespeare allows to enter even the most 

elevated tragedies. These excuses, coupled with Pope's final theory about 

unreliable print methods, allow him to remove from Shakespeare those passages 

which he feels are unworthy of the bard. He does not, however, strike them from 

the text completely. Instead, he relegates 'ill-plac'd' passages, such as the Porter's 

speech in Macbeth, to the footnotes of his edition, with a marking showing where 

they figure in the original.

33 Alexander Pope, 'Preface to Edition of Shakespeare, 1725', in Eighteenth-Century Essays on 
Shakespeare, ed. by D. Nichol Smith (Glasgow: Maclehose and Sons, 1903), pp. 47-62, 50-51.
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Pope's technique which involves making cuts on aesthetic and not moral grounds 

is therefore not expurgation. However, it paves the way for later censorship and 

provided a justification for the Bowdlers and others like them. Pope's ideas about 

the influence of the audience on Shakespeare's writing persisted for the next two 

centuries and can be seen in Robert Bridges's twentieth-century essay The Influence 

of the Audience on Shakespeare's Drama.*4 Samuel Johnson was not so happy to 

accept Pope's theories of audience influence, or, at least, he felt that 'the barbarity 

of his age cannot extenuate [his faults]; for it is always a writer's duty to make the 

world better'. 5 When he criticizes Shakespeare for writing 'without any moral 

purpose' he is demonstrating the importance that was placed on morality in 

literature, a concern which continued growing into the Victorian era and beyond.36 

Even Elizabeth Montagu, who wrote an essay defending Shakespeare's reputation 

against the criticism of Voltaire, could not forbear from criticizing Shakespeare, in 

words that echo Johnson's. Once again, it is Shakespeare's obscenity that she 

objects to:

Every scene in which Doll Tearsheet appears is indecent, and 
therefore not only indefensible but inexcusable. There are delicacies 
of decorum in one age unknown to another age but whatever is 
immoral is equally blameable in all ages, and every approach to 
obscenity is an offence for which wit cannot atone, nor the barbarity 
or the corruption of the times excuse. 37

34 Robert Bridges, The Influence of the Audience on Shakespeare's Drama, Collected Essays, Papers 
&c. of Robert Bridges (London: H. Milford, 1927).
35 Mr Johnson's Preface to his Edition ofShakespear's Plays, (London: J. and R. Tonson et al, 1765; 
facs. repr. Menston: Scolar Press, 1969), p.xx.
36 Johnson., p. xix.
37 'Extracts from An Essay on the Writings and Genius of Shakespeare, Compared -with the Greek 
and French Dramatic Poets: With some Remarks upon the Misrepresentation ofMons. De Voltaire' 
in Women Reading Shakespeare, 1660-1900: An Anthology of Criticism, Ann Thompson and Sasha 
Roberts, eds., (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1997), p. 27.
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Bowdler dedicated The Family Shakespeare to Elizabeth Montagu and, perhaps as 

an additional tribute, expunged Doll Tearsheet's character entirely from 2Henry IV. 

It is likely then, that this passage was one of the inspirations for the Bowdlers' 

expurgation of Shakespeare.

The Bowdlers were not, however the first to provide an edition of Shakespeare 

edited on the grounds of indecency. The beginnings of this occurred over thirty 

years earlier when Francis Gentleman edited Bell's Edition of Shakespeare. This 

was an edition which reprinted versions of Shakespeare which were used in the 

theatre. However, Gentleman's approach to expurgation is both curious and wholly 

unsatisfactory. He removed the most obscene passages and printed anything which 

was not spoken onstage at the bottom of the page. Lines which he felt were only 

mildly indecent were marked in italics. For Gentleman forewarned is forearmed 

and the thought of actually removing all the offending lines does not seem to have 

occurred to him. Indeed, his method seems comical today and may have done so 

even in his own time. Perhaps it was not such a leap of faith as it would be today to 

expect a young lady or a youth to skip the highlighted passages of a text but this 

seems unlikely. Therefore, while Gentleman's attempts at expurgation were valiant 

they were not to everyone's taste and certainly did not complete the job as 

thoroughly as Henrietta Bowdler was to do in 1807.

The Bowdler's expurgation achieved what Gentleman's did not. Not only was it 

thorough but, while it began life as a relatively obscure text, it eventually became 

popular and its popularity grew throughout the nineteenth century. Its success was
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staggering, and the name Bowdler has been immortalized in the verb to Bowdlerize. 

One of the edition's most adamant supporters was Lord Jeffrey of the Edinburgh 

Review who could identify with the social embarrassment of reading unexpurgated 

Shakespeare aloud, as is foregrounded by Thomas in his 'Preface to the First 

Edition' when he states his object was to allow a man to read Shakespeare aloud;

Without incurring the danger of falling unawares among words and 
expressions which are of such a nature as to raise a blush on the 
cheek of modesty, or to render it necessary for the reader to pause, 
and examine the sequel, before he proceeds further in the 
entertainment of the evening. 38

Lord Jeffrey's identification with this type of embarrassing incident is evident in 

his very positive review of the edition:

every one almost must have felt or witnessed the extreme 
awkwardness, and even distress, that arises from suddenly stumbling 
upon such expressions, when it is almost too late to avoid them, and 
when the readiest wit cannot suggest any paraphrase. 39

It seems that in private, whilst harmful, these texts may not prove quite so 

dangerous. That withstanding, Jeffrey calls for an end to print runs of full editions 

of Shakespeare since the Bowdlers have only removed 'what cannot be spoken and 

ought not to have been written'. 4

Jeffrey may have approved of the Bowdlers' work, but there were many who did 

not. When the first edition appeared in 1807, The British Critic'?, short review read: 

'There are doubtless squeamish people to whom these mutilations would be 

acceptable. In printing from Beaumont and Fletcher, such a process would have

38 'The Family Shakespeare. In Ten Volumes 12 mo. In which nothing is added to the Text; but those 
Words and Expressions are omitted which cannot with Propriety be read aloud in a Family. By 
Thomas Bowdler Esq., F.R.S. and S.A.', Edinburgh Review (1821), 52-54, (p.52).
39 Edinburgh Review, p.52).
40 Edinbrugh Review, p. 53.
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been necessary; Shakespeare, we think, might have escaped'.41 In 1818, The 

Monthly Review who had praised the 1807 edition, concerned by some of the odd 

cuts which Thomas had made commented, perhaps naively:

we cannot, however, avoid remarking that the editor has sometimes 
shewn the truth of the old saw, that the nicest person has the nastiest 
ideas, and has omitted many phrases as containing indelicacies which 
we cannot see, and of the guilt of which our bard, we think is entirely 
innocent.42

A year later, Blackwood's Magazine called it 'that piece of prudery in pasteboard.'

Perhaps the most vehement response to Bowdler's edition conies from the 

British Critic of 1822. In his review of Caldecott's Specimen of a New Edition of 

Shakespeare the writer compares the expurgation of Shakespeare to the murder of 

Julius Caesar:

Here ran Johnson's dagger through, "see what a rent envious Pope 
has made," and "here the well-beloved Bowdler stabbed": while, 
after every blow, they pause for a time, and with tiresome diligence 
unfolding the cause why they did love him while they struck him. 43

In his 'Preface to the Fourth Edition', Bowdler dismisses the censure his volumes 

have received, believing that only those who 'do not appear to have made any 

enquiry into the merits or demerits of the performance' have condemned his work.44

41 British Critic, 1807, p.442 as cited in Perrin, p. 75.
42 Monthly Review, 1820, p. 433 as cited in Perrin, p. 83.
43 In Franklin, p.243.
44 The Family Shakespeare: In one Volume; in which nothing is added to the original text; but those 
words and expressions are omitted which cannot with propriety be read aloud in a family. , ed. by 
Thomas Bowdler, 7th edn. (London: Longman, 1839) p. v.
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Yet, it seems that even those who praised Bowdler's efforts did not spend much 

time enquiring into its merits. For Lord Jeffrey, it is the idea of The Family 

Shakespeare which he desires to praise, rather than its content:

We do not pretend to have gone over the whole work with attention - 
or even to have actually collated any considerable part of it: But we 
have examined three plays... and feel quite assured, from these 
specimens, that the work has been executed in the spirit and with the 
success which we have represented.45

In his review, Jeffrey notes that Bowdler did not cut out everything which could 

be perceived as a 'blemish'. However, he sees this as a fact in Bowdler's favour, 

demonstrating that he is neither "precise' nor 'prudish.' 46 Not everyone agreed with 

him. Some reviewers, such as one from the Christian Observer were concerned that 

Shakespeare should appear in print at all. The Observer reviewer felt that the 

expurgation was not thorough enough and did not think that Bowdler should tempt 

people to read Shakespeare, castrated or not.47 The view that Bowdler's edition was 

not meticulous enough led to further, and more thorough expurgations. Some, like 

J.R. Pitmans's School-Shakspere offered selections of the best parts of Shakespeare, 

which unsurprisingly were also the least offensive. Others, such as Elizabeth 

Macauley's Tales of the Drama followed the pattern set by the Lamb's, though it 

kept more of the original words.

As the Victorian era began, increasing numbers of expurgations appeared. In 

1850 there were seven expurgated editions of Shakespeare on the market, by 1900

45 Jeffrey, p. 53.
46 Jeffrey, p. 53
47 Perrin, p. 75.
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that number had risen to fifty. 48 One of the most bizarre is by a pair of 

Shakespearean scholars, who felt uncomfortable with substituting Shakespeare's 

own words without informing the reader. These two men, William Chambers and 

Robert Carruthers, placed inverted commas around the words they had changed, 

which, as Noel Perrin notes, lends a comical air to the text on the page. lago no 

longer says 'I hate the Moor;/And it is thought abroad that 'twixt my sheets/He has 

done my office.' In the Chambers and Carruthers edition it reads; 'I hate the 

Moor;/And it is thought abroad that "with my wife'YHe has done "me wrong'". 49

Even this euphemistic approach was not approved of by Lewis Carroll. He felt 

that no expurgators had done their jobs properly. For him, 'Bowdler's is the most 

extraordinary of all' and he was 'filled with a deep sense of wonder, considering 

what he has left in, that he should have cut anything out.' 50 Despite the controversy 

surrounding it, The Family Shakespeare was enormously successful and it ran 

through at least twenty editions during the nineteenth century. 51 Even as late as 

1894 it was still receiving praise from some quarters, Swinburne is one who feels 

that:

more nauseous and more foolish cant was never chattered than that 
which would deride the memory or depreciate the merits of Bowdler. 
No man ever did more service to Shakespeare than the man who 
made it possible to put him into the hands of...children. 52

48 Loughlin-Chow, 'Bowdler, Thomas (1754-1825)'
m Chambers's Household Edition of the Dramatic Works of William Shakespeare ed. by R.
Carruthers and W. Chambers, 10 vols. (London: W. & R. Chambers, 1862), VII, 29-30
50 Lewis Carroll, Sylvie and Bruno (London: Macmillan, 1889), p.xvi.
51 Murphy, p. 171.
52 Algernon Charles Swinburne, Studies in Prose and Poetry (London: Chatto and Windus, 1894), 
pp. 98-99.
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The Bowdlers' work has experienced many different receptions since it was first 

published in 1807 but for a long time it was incredibly popular and successful. The 

key to its success lies in its ability to answer the demands of a radically changing 

literary marketplace. One of the major changes during the Bowdlers' lifetimes and 

the lifetime of The Family Shakespeare was the increasing literate population and 

the fear for those new to reading. The Bowdlers' edition of Shakespeare responded 

effectively to these fears and answered the demands of a growing number of 

readers. The next chapter will examine the issues surrounding readers at the time 

and connect these with the publication of the Bowdlers' Family Shakespeare.

-22-



The growth of reading

'IT PUTS THINGS INTO THEIR HEADS THAT NEVER WOULD HAVE

BEEN THERE BUT FOR BOOKS': THE GROWTH OF READING AND

THE 'DIABOLICAL' TREE OF KNOWLEDGE

In the beginning of The Englishman and his Books in the Early Nineteenth 

Century, Amy Cruse notes that:

it is certain that there are a great many books which would never 
have come into existence had it not been that a company of readers 
was waiting to receive them, and the work even of the greatest 
writers has been influenced, and its form sometimes determined, by 
the thoughts of those into whose hands it would pass. 1

It is difficult not to conclude that this must be the case with The Family 

Shakespeare. Thomas and Henrietta Bowdler may not be examples of 'the greatest 

writers' or even the greatest editors, but their work and its publication were 

influenced heavily by the supposed reader. Other castrated editions of Shakespeare 

existed both before and after the Bowdlers; yet no others achieved such fame in 

their own time, or notoriety afterwards. According to the OED, the name 'Bowdler' 

had been immortalized in its verb form 'to Bowdlerize' by 1836 and though this is a 

dubious honour, it is a testament to the edition's pervasive influence on literary 

criticism and culture in the pre-Victorian era and beyond. The key to The Family 

Shakespeare's success and its infamy lies in its timely response to the growth of 

literacy and the ever increasing concerns that this created for the safety of those new 

to reading.

1 Amy Cruse, The Englishman and his Books in the Early Nineteenth Century (New York: Benjamin 
Blom, 1968), p. 9
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This chapter will detail some of the concerns surrounding reading and readers in 

the nineteenth century beginning with statistical evidence, then moving on to 

consider its advocates and enemies, where to read, how to read and what to read. 

Finally, it will refocus on Shakespeare's role in this evolving reading environment. 

Contemporary writings which discuss reading experiences, including those in 

novels, can enlighten the researcher as to the differing opinions that existed 

concerning reading in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries and these 

have been made full use of in this chapter.

In 1816 Coleridge remarked that 'we have now a reading public...a strange 

phrase.' 2 Certainly, the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries are often 

noted for their huge increase in the literate population especially when connected 

with the rise of the novel. It was not just novel reading, however, that was affected 

by the new 'reading public'. It, of course, had an effect on Shakespeare, in terms of 

the number of people purchasing Shakespeare's work, as well as the type of people 

that were reading his plays. Before proceeding into a detailed discussion of the type 

of people who were reading, it is prudent to discuss the number of people who were 

reading. This number is difficult to qualify, particularly as the data produced in a 

less technologically advanced age is unreliable.

It is not only the lack of strong and trustworthy statistical evidence which hinders 

judgement of the size of the literate population. The traditional test of literacy; that 

of being able to sign one's name, bears little clout in an era where reading 'was

2 lan Jack, English Literature 1815-1832 (Oxford: Clarendon, 1963), p. 43
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taught separately from, and anterior to, writing.' 3 It was believed that reading could 

be taught by anybody, from a member of the family, to a teacher at dame school. 

Writing, however, was the domain of male writing-masters. Children who were 

taught to read could generally do so by the age of seven. Once they reached this 

age, children were expected to enter the workplace. Since writing was only taught 

to children above this age many children had finished their education before they 

had the opportunity to learn to write.

Writing thus became associated with elite and wealthier parents, who could 

afford to allow their children a longer education. Generally, this longer education 

was open to more boys than girls. Girls' educations tended to centre 'around 

reading, sewing and other accomplishments needed to gain a husband and then 

manage a household.' 4 Hence, many girls, whether poor or not, would be taken out 

of school before they learned to write. 5 It is evident from this that the ability to 

write is not a good signifier of literacy - meaning the ability to read. If this is used 

as the only evidence, this thesis would automatically discount many lower-class and 

female readers. Jonathan Barry confirms this by demonstrating that "once reading 

and writing began to be taught together and girls attended formal schools as much 

as boys...then the gap in signing ability steadily narrowed until, after 1850, women 

actually outstripped men in some regions.'

3 Jaqueline Pearson, Women's Reading in Britain, 1750-1835: A Dangerous Occupation 
(Cambridge: Cambridge Univ. Press, 1999), p. 11
4 Jonathan Barry, 'Literacy and Literature in Popular Culture: Reading and Writing in Historical 
Perspective' in Popular Culture in England, c. 1500-1850, ed. by Tim Harris, Themes in Focus 
(Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1995), pp. 69-96, 76
5 For a more detailed discussion of the reading/writing problems see Barry, pp. 75-6
6 Barry, p. 75
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What the reading/writing divide shows is that any conclusions about the specific 

size of the reading population can never be anything other than tenuous. However, 

by reviewing differing people's and institutions' accounts of the reading public it is 

possible to draw some conclusions about its growth as perceived by contemporary 

sources, and to establish whether this could have had any effect on the Bowdlers' 

expurgation of Shakespeare. In order to make some inferences about the numbers of 

people reading it is important to study a range of different sources, whose 

estimations of the literate population are inevitably very varied. What conclusions 

can be reached is, as already stated, debatable but nevertheless numerical evidence, 

though not definitive, can still demonstrate the increasing trend towards a 'reading 

public'.

One source for the numbers of readers is those who were members of libraries. 

For those who could not afford to purchase books, libraries would have been a great 

source of reading material, although members still had to pay a subscription fee. 

The extensive online Library History Database demonstrates that there was 

'provision of print in every market town by the year 1820' and that by 1850 even 

villages with less than five hundred people had some form of library. 7 The vast 

majority of these were circulating libraries, which make up 44.5 per cent of all the 

libraries documented on the database. Public libraries are much less prominent, 

constituting only 0.17 per cent of all the libraries listed.

7 Robin Alston, The Library History Database (1999), <http://www.r-alston.co.uk/contents.htm> 
[accessed 6-10 June 2006]
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Circulating libraries were commercial enterprises, sometimes called subscription 

libraries. Their growth in the mid-eighteenth century encouraged female readership 

and authorship and they were increasingly associated with feminine modes of 

discourse, particularly novels. At the beginning of the era retailers such as The 

Minerva Press in London would purchase about 100 volumes, though this grew to 

10,000 by 1791. Subscribers paid an annual fee of between 10s. 6d. and one guinea 

to borrow books and this gave access to reading material to a broader range of less 

affluent readers. However, the subscriptions were high enough to still exclude a 

large proportion of the population, though in the post-Napoleonic era cheaper 

options began to develop. 8 The large proportion of circulating libraries listed on the 

Library History Database intimates that during the nineteenth century there was a 

growth in female readership and a growth in 'new' readers of all classes.

Although the database does not provide information about the number of 

members of each library, the increase in the number of libraries listed from the time 

period 1700-1799, to the time period 1800-1850 is astonishing. Between the years 

1700-1799, three thousand and seventy one libraries are listed on the database. 

Between the years 1800-1850, seven thousand and eighty five libraries are 

documented. This is an increase of more than 100 per cent. It is important to 

recognize that not all libraries open to the public will have been documented and 

that evidence may have been lost. Conversely some records may be duplicated, 

exaggerated or wrongly recorded. Despite this, such a significant rise in libraries in

8 William Christie, 'Circulating Libraries' in An Oxford Companion to the Romantic Age: British 
Culture 1776-1832, (Oxford: Oxford Univ. Press), p.453-4
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the first half of the nineteenth century must demonstrate a surge in the literate 

population and the demand for books.

Some evidence of member numbers is available for certain libraries. In 

Libraries and their Users, Paul Kaufrnan has found that the Bristol Library Society 

had 137 readers in 1782, a number which rose to 196 by 1798 (of that number 4 

were women in 1782, rising to 5 by 1798.) The Birmingham Library had 459 

readers, 32 of whom were women, in 1798 and in Liverpool the library members 

numbered 140 in 1760. By the end of the century, Liverpool library boasted 950 

readers, including 'many ladies'. 9 While these statistics seem to intimate that the 

majority women in these cities did not read, it is important to remember that these 

libraries were public spaces and that many women subscribed to circulating libraries 

rather than public ones. For many women reading was kept to a domestic space, 

and limited to certain books. It may have been indelicate to be a member of a 

library. Aside from this, many of the men who borrowed books from these libraries 

would undoubtedly have shared them with wives, sisters and daughters and 

probably read them aloud in the drawing rooms of their homes. It is not possible, 

therefore, to conclude that because only 32 women in Birmingham belonged to the 

Birmingham Library, that women only constituted 7 per cent of the literate 

population.

Another danger with using these statistics is that each of these cities had more 

than one library; the database lists 48 libraries existing at some time during the

9 Paul Kaufhian, Libraries and their Users (Librarians Association, 1969), pp. 83, 130, 94, 100
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eighteenth century in Bristol and the entire list of libraries for Bristol numbers 149. 

This shows that just under 100 libraries sprung up in Bristol in the first half of the 

nineteenth century; bearing in mind that there has been a library of one form or 

another in Bristol since 1300. Birmingham has had a library at the free Grammar 

school in 1552, and in the eighteenth century there are 32 records of libraries in the 

city. Between 1800 and 1850 the list of records increases to 109 showing that the 

number of libraries recorded tripled in the first half of the nineteenth century. 

Liverpool had the largest explosion of libraries and book clubs recorded after 1800. 

The number listed jumps from 34 before 1800 to 193 afterwards. This may mean 

that Liverpool had a more enthusiastic reading public, or simply that the people of 

Liverpool were more astute record keepers. However, while the data may be 

slightly ambiguous, the differences in numbers of records are so large, that even 

considering a margin for error due to lost records or misreporting; a trend is clearly 

visible.

These huge increases in library numbers must correlate with an increase in 

readership as libraries relied on members to fund their activities. Public libraries, 

for instance were 'only public in the sense that they were open to all customers able 

and willing to pay.' 10 Despite their commercial interests, libraries were seen as a 

necessary establishment for large cities, and one author of a guide to London 

complained that 'it is a disgrace to the metropolis that it contains no Public 

Subscription Library on a liberal and extensive plan, similar to those which exist at

10 William St. Clair, The Reading Nation in the Romantic Period (Cambridge: Cambridge Univ. 
Press, 2004), p. 236
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Liverpool, Bristol and Birmingham.'. 11 For once, it seems, London was behind the 

times and not managing to meet the demands of its reading citizens. However, it 

was not just London that was deficient in this area, and indeed, Great Britain as a 

whole was considered 'neglectful' both in its approach to public libraries and to the 

calibre of books stocked in those libraries which did exist. 12

While the books stocked in libraries may not have been of the highest quality, 

there was certainly a large quantity of material. William St. Clair generalizes, that a 

typical circulating library in 1820 carried a few thousand books 'for a membership 

of about seventy' but he notes that the range was wide. 13 These average statistics 

suggest that the 'seventy' members of a circulating library could not only read, but 

were in the habit of reading extensively. In Henry Kett's Emily (1805), Caroline, a 

girl addicted to novels, urges Emily to stop giving money to charity and use the 

savings to subscribe to 'two or three circulating libraries'. 14 This suggests that some 

enthusiastic people were often members of more than one library and also 

demonstrates the contemporary concerns with the moral aspects of subscribing to 

such an institution. These concerns went further than a selfish indulgence at the 

expense of the poor; the circulating libraries were generally regarded as a supplier 

of novels and, as such, as a supplier of pernicious material. This can be seen in 

Sheridan's The Rivals and Mr. Collins's reaction to the books produced for him to 

read in Pride and Prejudice:

1 ' Anon., The Picture of London for 1805 (London: Roden and Lewis, 1805), p. 292
12 Picture of London, p. 237
13 Picture of London, p. 237
14 Henry Kett, Emily: A Moral Tale, 2 vols (London: Rivington, 1809), II, p. 93
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Mr Collins readily assented [to read aloud], and a book was 
produced; but on beholding it, (for every thing announced it to be 
from a circulating library,) he started back, and begging pardon, 
protested that he never read novels. 15

The circulating libraries then, did not appeal to everyone's taste. Therefore, we 

cannot extrapolate the number of readers in any town from its circulating library 

membership. However, the steep rise in these institutions during the early 

nineteenth century suggests that there must have been a steep rise in those who 

could read. Once again, caution must be applied to this statement, as this could also 

indicate a rise in those who could afford to belong to the libraries.

Another indication of the literate population is the circulation of the literary 

magazines. Not only do these indicate who may have been able to read, but also 

those who were interested in reading, since from these magazines they could read 

reviews about new books, including The Family Shakespeare. In 1805, The Picture 

of London stated that:

There were never so many monthly and diurnal publications as at the 
present period; and the perpetual novelty which issues from the press 
in this form, may be attributed to the expansion of mind which is 
daily exhibited among all classes of the people. The monthly 
miscellanies are read by the middling orders of society, by the 
literati, and also by the highest of our nobility. The morning and 
evening journals fall into the hands of all classes. [His italics]. 16

What this demonstrates is the growth of demand for constantly changing and 

affordable reading material. This also suggests that there was a large variety of 

different people reading the wealth of new material that was being printed. Some of 

these magazines published their own estimates of the size of the reading public, the

15 Jane Austen, Pride and Prejudice
16 Picture of London, p. 289
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Edinburgh Review worked on the principle that any given book or magazine sold 

may be multiplied by four. That is, that if a gentleman buys a copy of a magazine, 

his wife, son and daughter may all read it. Of course, this multiplier is not 

definitive, and takes into account a family of average size, where conversely, erring 

away from the average, everyone is literate. In a household where only one member 

could read, this text may still reach the other members, but through reading aloud 

and discussion. 17 Some monographs which engage with the history of reading 

classify listening to books being read aloud as an act of reading, since for many 

women and lower class people, especially servants, this would have been their way 

of interacting with a written text. This is what Jacqueline Pearson calls a 'bridging' 

process, whereby the 'distinction between literacy and illiteracy was more fluid than 

today.' 18

The literary magazines themselves hypothesized about the numbers in the 

growing reading public. In 1812 it was estimated by Lord Jeffrey of the Edinburgh 

Review that 'there are probably not less than two hundred thousand persons who 

read for amusement or instruction among the middling classes of society. In the 

higher classes, there are not as many as twenty thousand.' 19 By 1844, Jeffrey had 

revised this estimate to three hundred thousand and thirty thousand respectively. 

Lord Jeffrey's estimates are conservative. The editors of the Penny Magazine were 

less so and calculated that there could have been as many as a million readers in 

1832 alone. There had been two thousand 'purchasers'' [their italics] of the

17 St. Clair, p. 235
18 Pearson, p. 11
19 as cited in lan Jack, English Literature 1815-1832, Oxford History of English Literature (Oxford: 
Clarendon, 1964), p. 44
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magazine that year, but they calculated that five people may read one copy. 20 Like 

the Edinburgh Review, the Penny Magazine has assumed that not only the purchaser 

of a text will read it.

Aside from literary magazines, individuals made their own guesses about the 

literate population. Edmund Burke estimated that there were 80,000 readers in 

England, which equates to only 1.3% of the sk million strong population.21 

However, as Jacqueline Pearson has noted, this type of personal estimate is 

unreliable and she turns, instead to accounts of print runs, as a form of evidence not 

just of reading, but of a reading habit. Readers are not necessarily the same as 

those with a reading habit. As is still evident today, not everyone who can read 

chooses to do so on a daily basis, and while many do read, this is not always for 

pleasure.

A novel in 1786 had a print run of about 1000 copies, although many of these 

would have been sold to circulating libraries, and thus reached a larger number of 

readers. By comparing the total print run of Frances Burney's first novel (2000) 

with the sales of her last, which sold 3600 copies in six months, it is possible to see 

a growth in the demand for books.22 This may be heavily influenced by a growth in 

demand for Burney's work, or for novels, but it still demonstrates that reading was 

consistently growing in popularity as a pastime. This growth in the 'reading habit' 

as opposed to 'literacy' is another interesting phenomenon of the era in which the 

Bowdlers edited The Family Shakespeare.

20 Noel Perrin, Dr Bawdier's Legacy (London: Macmillan, 1969), p. 20
21 as cited in Pearson, p. 11
22 Pearson, p. 11
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The growth of a reading habit, and Coleridge's 'reading public' would have been 

spurred on by the increased availability of cheap books. These were not only 

available through subscription libraries, but also via second-hand bookstalls at fairs 

and markets. First editions themselves were also becoming cheaper. Although at 

the beginning of the print era, booksellers had aimed for the luxury end of the 

market, by the middle of the eighteenth century they had begun to use cheaper 

materials which were often unbound. These could then be sold by pedlars, or in less 

specialist shops, to a less discerning clientele.23 The aim of attracting buyers with a 

modest income spurred the publication of the first single-volume edition of 

Shakespeare since the fourth folio. It was printed in 1784 by John Stockdale. The 

short preface recognizes the novelty and even strangeness of such an edition, which 

may 'appear surprising to many readers' but it also highlights the commercial 

viability of the edition. For John Stockdale, the advantages of producing a single- 

volume edition are that it will appeal to customers of the 'middling and lower ranks' 

who are 'either not acquainted with [Shakespeare], or have only seen a few of his 

plays'. 24 The printers aim, was to 'supply the wants of these persons' and this 

attempt to edit with a specific audience in mind demonstrates the increasing 

influence that the 'middling...ranks' held over the literary marketplace. However, 

Ayscough also wished to capitalize on the possible attractions of single-volume 

Shakespeare might hold for the wealthier clientele, one of which is the portability of 

the edition: 'the book now offered to the public may commodiously be taken into a

:3 Barry, p.80
24 Stockdale's Edition of Shakespeare, including in one volume the whole of his dramatic works,
(London: J. Stockdale, 1784), p. A2r
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coach or post-chaise.' 25 The marketability of cheap versions of Shakespeare was 

rising and since the aim of every publishing house is to make money it was these 

versions that they wanted to print.

The 1818 second edition of The Family Shakespeare, which can be found at the 

Shakespeare Centre Library in Stratford-upon-Avon, is evidently a cheap book. 

The quality of the binding is not high, the books themselves are very small, and it is 

also only ten volumes in length. Thomas Bowdler's source text is, conversely a 

large book with expensive binding and is in twenty one volumes. The size of 

Bowdler's edition is partly due to the great deal which is cut from it but also to the 

fact that the print is small - Lord Jeffrey thought it was too small26 - and, as such, it 

necessitates less paper. This makes The Family Shakespeare a more affordable 

book than Reed's The Plays of William Shakespeare. The apparently moderate 

price of the edition suggests that it was aimed at the burgeoning middle classes, who 

were becoming increasingly concerned about delicacy and decorum. It was the 

middle classes who fully embraced Evangelicalism and who, as a consequence, 

began to reflect more seriously on the corrupting effects of literature. The 

combination of middle class sensibility and middle class Evangelicalism, discussed 

later in the project, is certainly one of the factors which precipitated the rise of 

Bowdlerization, not just of Shakespeare's plays but of many elements of everyday 

life.

25 Samuel Ayscough, Stockdale 's Edition, A2v, as cited in Murphy, p. 118
26 Edinburgh Review???
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Cheaper books, access to libraries and better education spurred on the growth of 

the 'reading habit.' This habit was, however, notably different from a reading habit 

today. While people did use books to escape from the crowd and withdraw into 

their private libraries, and closets - like Mr. Bennet in Pride and Prejudice - reading 

was often a public activity. People read together in clubs, met to walk and read in 

the parks and even read the same book together, one turning the pages while the 

other held the book. Reading was a popular pastime which could include both 

sexes, and all ages:

In many houses ladies and gentlemen spent time sitting in the parlour 
sewing, reading or listening to a book being read aloud. Besides the 
many books of advice on what to read, there were books on how to 
read.28

Reading in groups was a particular pleasure of the middle-class domestic circle 

and many commentators believed that reading aloud could strengthen familial bonds 

and encourage the entire family to read virtuous literature. Reading aloud was a 

skill which educational theorists felt should be taught in schools. This sprung from 

the growth in elocution and the beliefs of its importance. In his 'reading' section of 

A Plan for the Conduct of Female Education in Boarding Schools, Erasmus Darwin 

focuses on reading aloud and criticizes schools for not encouraging girls to develop 

a 'clear and distinct enunciation'. 29 However, the skill of reading aloud was not so 

important for girls since generally, reading was actually performed by a male 

member of a group, particularly a father or brother.

21 St. Clair, p. 394.
28 St. Clair, p. 395.
29 Erasmus Darwin, A Plan for the Conduct of Female Education in Boarding Schools (Derby: J. 
Johnson, 1797), p. 14
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In Mansfield Park when Fanny is reading Shakespeare to Lady Bertram, she 

quickly relinquishes control of the volume when the men enter the room. 30 In her 

conduct book Mental improvement for a young lady, Sarah Green instructs her niece 

that women 'are never intended for public readers'. However, according to Green 

this should not stop her niece from being an 'excellent reader' as she may, at some 

stage, be called upon to read to a large group 'though it should be only a paragraph 

in a newspaper.' 31 Green, like many of her contemporaries, simultaneously 

expresses and exposes a dichotomous opinion of female readership. Women must 

not advertise or even frequently utilize their oral reading ability, yet they must still 

be accomplished in this field.

Women were not 'intended for public readers' because the very position of 

reader 'represented a kind of authority' and thus with a male reader at the helm; the 

drawing room reading 'could reinforce the patriarchal relationship.' 32 On the 

simplest level this could involve the selection of the book to be read and the time 

and location of the reading. The author Catherine Talbot writes in 1753 of a visit to 

the Berkeley family where Sir Charles Grandison was read to them frequently. One 

evening, the male reader of the novel did not offer to read the book and the women 

were not willing to ask him directly. Instead 'he punish[ed] them by saying nothing 

and condemning them to an evening of ennui and fretting.' 33 Later, in Northanger

30 Jane Austen, Mansfield Park ed. by James Kinsley, New Edn. (Oxford: Oxford Univ. Press), p.

263
31 Sarah Green, Mental Improvement for a young lady on her entrance into the world. Addressed to 

a favourite niece. (London: William Lane, 1793), p. 109
32 Patricia Howell Michaelson, Speaking Volumes: Women, reading and Speech in the Age of Austen 

(Stanford: Stanford Univ. Press, 2002), p. 156
33 Eaves and Kimple, Richardson as cited in Pearson, p. 174
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Abbey, written in 1798, Miss Tilney describes the actions of her brother Henry 

whilst undertaking to read to her from the Mysteries ofUdolpho:

I remember that you undertook to read it aloud to me, and that when 
I was called away for only five minutes to answer a note, instead of 
waiting for me, you took the volume into the Hermitage-walk, and I 
was obliged to stay till you had finished it. 34

This story may be the affectionate remembrance of a brother's absorption in a novel 

but it still demonstrates the power that the reader who holds the book in his hands 

has over the reader-listener. Henry Tilney can walk away with the book and deprive 

his sister of it until his reading experience is completed.

Aside from the patriarchal power of choice which the male reader enjoys; being 

given the duty of reading aloud presented an opportunity for men to attract the 

women in the room and exert a sexual power over them. In Anna St. Ives, Frank 

reads Shakespeare aloud to the women; Anna hints in a letter to her friend that this 

is the only reason that he receives female attention. In this case it is the particular 

reading material Frank chooses that is so praised:

Frank is idolized by them, because he reads Shakespeare. You 
would wonder to hear the praises they bestow upon him, and which 
indeed he richly deserves, though not one in ten of them understands 
a word he says...Frank treats their gallantry with a kind of silent 
contempt, otherwise he would be a much greater favourite.35

The ability to read and enthral seems to become more potent when the author is 

Shakespeare.

34 Jane Austen, Northanger Abbey in Northanger Abbey, Lady Susan, The Watsons, Sanditon, ed. by 
James Kinsley and John Davie (Oxford: Oxford Univ. Press, 2003), p. 77
35 Thomas Holcroft, Anna St. Ives: A Novel, Vol. II, Letter XXXVII, p. 197-8. Sourced from 
Literature Online
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The description of Henry Crawford reading Shakespeare in Mansfield Park 

emphasizes the performative quality of such readings, and it is his ability to read 

Shakespeare so eloquently which Edward hopes will attract Fanny to him. At the 

beginning of the reading Fanny is determined to adopt a disinterested attitude and to 

remain absorbed in her sewing. This reflects the expectations of many 

commentators of the period who advised women to take up some form of activity 

whilst listening to someone reading aloud. However, the quality of Henry's 

performance and his 'variety of excellence' induces her to lay down her 

needlework;

and at last...the eyes which had appeared so studiously to avoid him 
throughout the day, were turned and fixed on Crawford, fixed on him 
for minutes, fixed on him in short till the attraction drew Crawford's 
eye upon her, and the book was closed, and the charm was broken. 36

Austen stresses Crawford's potency through reading by depicting Fanny as if she 

were under a 'charm'. As soon as Henry closes the book, his power over Fanny 

dwindles; it is his reading performance, and his reading of Shakespeare, that bridges 

the gap between them and which intimates to the reader that even though Fanny's 

heart is very firmly fixed, a 'good reading' can shake even the most resolved 

temperament.

Henry Crawford's reading performance highlights another advantage of the 

patriarchal reader. Not only would the reader have the power to choose the book 

that was read, but would also have a licence to interpret the text he read in any 

manner he saw fit. This may have meant a 'truly dramatic' 37 re-enactment of the

36 Jane Austen, Mansfield Park, p. 264
37 Austen, Mansfield Park, p. 264
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text being read, or a dry and lifeless performance. Reader interpretation may have 

asserted itself in the form of interruptions to the reading to offer explanations, or 

initiate discussions. It may also have taken the form of censorship. Frances Burney 

encountered, and recorded, this form of reader interpretation in her diaries. When 

Mr. Rishton read The Faerie Queene aloud to Burney and his wife he was 

'extremely delicate, omitting whatever, to the poet's disgrace, has crept in that is 

improper for a woman's ear'. 38 Later in her life, Burney's husband censored Gil 

Bias when reading to his son and she writes that he 'judiciously omits...all such 

passages as might tarnish the lovely purity of his innocence.' 39 Similarly, in her 

preface to Tales from Shakespear, Mary Lamb suggests that brothers, who are 

allowed to read Shakespeare at 'a much earlier age' may explain 'to their sisters 

such parts as are hardest for them to understand and.. .then perhaps they will read to 

them (carefully selecting what is proper for a young sister's ear) some passage 

which has pleased them'.40

This type of self-censorship also appears to be the root of Bowdlerism, as is 

explained in a note to the 'Preface to the Fourth Edition' in the fifth edition of The 

Family Shakespeare (1827):

In the perfection of reading few men were equal to my father and 
such were his good taste and decency, and his prompt discretion, that 
his family listened with delight to Lear, Hamlet, and Othello, without 
knowing that those matchless tragedies contained words and 
expressions improper to be pronounced; and without any reason to

38 The Early Diaries of Frances Burney 1768-1778, ed. by Annie Raine Ellis, 2 vols (London: 
George Bell and Sons, 1913), I, 252.
39 Frances Burney, Journals and Letters, 6, p. 801
40 Charles and Mary Lamb, 'Preface to Tales from Shakespear' (1998), 
<http://shakespeare.palomar.edu/lambtales/LTPREF.HTM> [accessed 10 January 2006] (para. 3 of
4).
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suspect that any parts of the play had been omitted by the 
circumspect and judicious reader.41

Buraey, Lamb and Bowdler all express the view that reading with others 

minimized the corruption which could spring from private perusal. Therefore, even 

when reading in private, women were encouraged to think of reading as if it were 

still a community or family activity. One conduct book of the era gives this advice 

to women who are unsure whether they should read a certain book; 'if you come to 

a passage which you could not read aloud to your father or brothers without a blush 

lay down the book, it is not fit for you'.42 A personal reaction to texts is less 

important than the reaction of others, particularly patriarchal authority figures. 

Thus, 'texts become legible only over someone else's shoulder' 43 but they do not 

entirely lose their danger. While reading together may minimize risks of corruption 

it leads to problems all of its own. For a father, a brother or indeed, a male guest, to 

read aloud from Shakespeare provided many opportunities for embarrassment if the 

unfortunate reader was faced with some of his bawdy.

The issue of social embarrassment is, however, only one of the many dangers 

which reading, both public and private presents to the drawing room. Many people 

in the higher echelons of society worried about the effects of group reading in the 

lower classes. The habit of reading aloud was not confined to the upper and middle 

classes, particularly as the growth of circulating libraries enabled those who 

previously would not have been able to afford books to read. Hannah More writes,

41 5 th edn. Family Shakespeare
42 Marianne Farningham, Girlhood (1869), in Kate Flint, The Woman Reader 1837-1914 (Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 1993), p. 89.
43 Leah Price, 'The Poetics of Pedantry from Thomas Bowdler to Susan Ferrier', Women's Writing, 1 
(2000), 75-88, (p. 82).
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somewhat disparagingly, of working class women reading together whilst they 

work. In Stories for the Middle Ranks, Hannah More criticizes the seamstresses of 

"the lowest class" [who] spend "half their night" listening to one of their number 

reading a novel aloud so that, "the labour of one girl is lost, and the minds of the 

rest corrupted.'"44

Whilst this account shows little respect for the female workers who were reading 

and other accounts of working class readers at the time are even less favourable. In 

1790 Hannah More's sister wrote to her about an encounter between a French maid 

and her mistress:

A lady of quality the other day in Paris, rung her bell, and desired the 
footman to send up her maid Jeannorte. In vain she rung and rung: 
the man told her, Jeannorte refused to come, or be any longer under 
anybody. At last Jeannorte walked into the room with a pamphlet 
open in her hand, and sat down..."I'm reading", said Jeannorte...The 
lady insisted on an explanation of this impertinence. The maid 
replied with great sang froid, "Madame, we are all going to become 
equals, and I am preparing for equality."45

Intrinsic in this report is a fear of revolution. This fear was potent in England, 

especially as the poor became more educated, and better equipped to fight their 

social superiors on an intellectual level. After the French Revolution, the 

establishment believed that it would only take inflammatory texts to fall into the 

hands of the poor to incite a revolution in England. 'To teach the poor to read 

without providing them with safe books,' Hannah More wrote, 'has always 

appeared to me to be an improper measure'.46 More and her contemporaries were 

worried that increased literacy might lead to the poor reading the works of Voltaire

44 More, Stones for the Middle Ranks, as cited in Pearson, p. 170
45 William Roberts, Memoirs of the Life and Correspondence of Mrs Hannah More 1834, 4 vols., II,
p. 225
46 in St. Clair, p. 352.
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and Rousseau. If writers such as these could instigate a revolution in France, then 

they could certainly do so in England.

Yet, it was not the fear of the poor reading Shakespeare that drove the Bowdlers 

to expurgate his plays. Their fears are centred on an entirely different phenomenon; 

the growth of the female readership. In Susan Ferrier's Marriage, a novel filled with 

references to literature and particularly, Shakespeare, Aunt Grizzy voices her 

opinions of reading:

I'm certain - indeed, I think there's no doubt of it, that reading does 
young people much harm. It puts things into their heads that never 
would have been there, but for books. I declare I think reading's a 
very dangerous thing. 47

While Grizzy may be using the words 'young people' she is, in fact, thinking 

specifically of her niece Mary. Her worry and concern over Mary reading are 

typical of the period, and are echoed in a great deal of contemporaneous discourse.

One, much earlier and satirical expression of the concern about women reading 

is Charlotte Lennox's The Female Quixote, published in 1752. This novel's 

satirical tendency is highlighted by the paradox of condemning novels in a 

novelistic form. Lennox may appear to be warning about the dangers of reading 

novels but Arabella's behaviour is so absurd that it is possible to see the novel as a 

satire on the constant criticism lobbied at novel readers. Certainly, Arabella's 

constant foolishness becomes an embarrassment to the reader, as much as it 

becomes a trial for her unfortunate lover Mr Glanville. However, part of her 

behaviour must be due to the fact that the novels Arabella has been reading are not

47 ed. by Herbert Foltinek (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1997), p. 179.
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'in the original French' but 'in very bad translations'.48 Aside from this, Arabella's 

virtue, moral strength and intelligence are constantly reiterated and she does 

eventually relinquish her novels in order to become a better wife for Glanville.

Northanger Abbey written later in the century is a novel which, if not entirely 

preoccupied with the effects of reading gothic novels, at least demonstrates that the 

same concerns which Lennox satirized were still alive enough in the social 

consciousness to be parodied by Austen. Austen had certainly read and enjoyed 

Lennox's novel, and comments on it in her Letters.^ In Northanger Abbey, which 

was written in 1798-9 but published much later, in 1816, Austen reiterates the idea 

of the young girl reading and internalizing values and expectations from novels. 

Catherine may have more self-awareness than Arabella but this does not stop her 

reading of gothic novels seeping into her life while she is at Northanger. However, 

unlike Arabella, Catherine's concerns about the chest in her bedroom and the death 

of Mrs Tilney exist in spite of her own better judgement. Her infatuation with the 

gothic is fleeting and is quickly mended when Henry Tilney reminds her of her 

foolishness. Her reading, which is influenced by the flirtatious and fickle Isabella 

Thorpe, has made her silly and irrational but under the good influence of Henry and 

Eleanor the gothic loses some of its charm and relinquishes its hold on Catherine.

The trope of the female reader emulating her favourite heroines from novels 

continues into books written in the nineteenth century. In Mary Brunton's novel

48 Charlotte Lennox, The Female Quixote or The Adventures of Arabella, ed. by Margaret Dalziel, 
1998 (Oxford: Oxford Univ. Press), p.7.
49 Jane Austen's Letters, ed. by Deirdre Le Faye, (Oxford: Oxford Univ. Press, 1997), Letter 49, p. 
116 and Letter 97, p. 255
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Self-Control (1810), it is not the heroine who is obsessed by novels but one of her 

acquaintances who is introduced to the reader in the following, rather unflattering 

manner:

Having no character of her own, Julia was always, as nearly as she 
was able, the heroine whom the last read novel inclined her to 
personate. But as those who forsake the guidance of nature are in 
imminent danger of absurdity, her copies were always caricatures. 
After reading Evelina, she sat with her mouth extended in a perpetual 
smile, and was so very timid, that she would not for the world have 
looked at a stranger.50

For many people at the time, the danger of reading a novel is the danger of 

obsession and intoxication. The passage above demonstrates the perceived delicacy 

of the female mind and the fears that reading could lead to mental illness, or at least 

to some level of delusion. Yet, it was not just novels which could affect a girl's 

imagination in such a way. Women were thought to have 'livelier' imaginations 

than men, which, if excited "could lead them into frivolity, luxuriousness, or 

excessive sexual desire.' 51 If women could be excited by novels, the heightened 

language of Shakespearean tragedy, or the explicit love poetry of his comedies 

could certainly have a detrimental effect on a woman's 'acute sensibility.' 52

The cult of sensibility which arose in the eighteenth century had a great deal of 

influence over the way in which women were viewed both by men and by each 

other. The definitions of 'sensibility' are many and varying, however, the word 

appropriated an entirely new significance in the eighteenth and early nineteenth 

centuries. The first use of sensibility to mean a 'capacity for refined emotion;

50 99

51 Alan Richardson, Literature, Education and Romanticism: Reading as social practice: 1780-1832, 

(Cambridge, Cambridge Univ. Press, 1994), p. 169
52 Richardson, p. 169
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delicate sensitiveness of taste; also, readiness to feel compassion for suffering, and 

to be moved by the pathetic in literature or art' is recorded in the OED as occurring 

in 1756. The word was not immediately associated with the feminine and even as it 

gradually became more gender-specific, it was never solely a word used in 

conjunction with women. The idea of sensibility as a human condition had its 

conception in the theories of Locke and Newton. Locke hypothesized that sensation 

was received by the organs and conveyed to the brain via the nerves. This, he 

believed, generated ideas, which were connected to each other by reflection. 

Newton's theories were less psychological and more biological, centring instead on 

how the nerves delivered impulses to the brain. Newton postulated that people with 

greater nerve elasticity delivered these impulses faster, thereby feeling more rapidly. 

The combination of Lockean psychology and Newtonian science led people to 

believe that those with finer nerves could generate ideas and reflections faster and 

thus, those with finer nerves would feel more acutely.

Neither Locke nor Newton gendered their arguments, however, as the theories 

took hold of the popular consciousness the hypothesis that women's nerves were 

finer than men's became gradually accepted. Women, it was assumed, must 

therefore be more susceptible to compassion and 'delicate sensitiveness.' When a 

woman read a novel or a play, with all their suffering characters, passionate love 

and tragic deaths, she would be far more emotionally affected than a man, and may 

even suffer physically. It would not be unexpected for her to faint, or weep 

excessively. The characterless Julia unabashedly admits her weakness for crying at 

novels in Self-Control the first time she meets Laura, the heroine; 'I have been
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paying watery tributes to the sorrows of my fair name-sake...you, I suppose, have 

often done so.' 53 Julia, like many other women at the time not only expects Laura 

to read novels but also expects her to react to them in an emotionally effusive way. 

In fact, it became so expected that a woman should cry whilst reading a sentimental 

novel that some women were concerned if they demonstrated a lack of emotion.54 

Lady Louisa Stuart "had a secret dread [she] should not cry enough" when she read 

The Man of Feeling, which contains an episode of weeping every ten pages. Whilst 

the cult of sensibility did raise some concerns for women who did not conform to 

the ideal, some aspects of female sensibility were seen as positive. Social 

reformers, such as John Wesley appealed to men to follow the feminine model of 

chastity and to leave the iniquitous taverns and brothels to return to their families. 

The growth in compassion for all human suffering led to the establishment of 

charitable foundations, the abolition of slavery and better treatment of the poor. 

However, some commentators could see the dangers of excessive emotional 

attachment to other people, especially if those other people were actually characters 

in a book.

Mary Wollstonecraft warned that 'without the cultivation of reason, women 

become "the prey of their senses, delicately termed sensibility, and are blown about 

by every momentary gust of feeling.'" 55 She continues that women who are too 

sensitive are in danger of falling in love or being the 'prey' of male seducers. This 

is a theme which is repeated in criticisms of the novel. Women, because they were

53 Brunton, p. 51
54 Pearson, p. 106
55 G.J. Barker-Benfield, 'Sensibility' in An Oxford Companion to the Romantic Age: British Culture, 
1776-1832, ed.by lain McCalman (Oxford: Oxford Univ. Press, 2001), p. 107
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so sensitive were believed to be sexually aroused by reading novels and this readied 

them for seduction. The belief in this sexually corrupting quality was so strong that 

novels were even blamed for the increase in prostitution. 56

In order to protect themselves against the potentially damaging power of 

sensibility, women were encouraged to cultivate delicacy. Delicacy is once again a 

flexible and difficult term to define. Even in the height of the sensibility cult, some 

people were unsure as to the meaning of 'delicacy' as can be seen from Elizabeth 

Griffith's opinion that 'there is everything to be expected from sensibility and 

delicacy joined; but indeed, I have scarce ever known them separated, in a female 

heart' [her italics]. 57 The 'delicacy' which Griffith's praises and sees as inseparably 

connected to its counterpart is best defined as 'a refined sense of what is becoming, 

modest or proper'. This sense of refinement was, among other things, meant to 

inhibit the female nervous system and suppress some of the aggrandized displays of 

emotion which were common among sensitive women. However, one of the 

reasons it is so difficult to define is that it can also mean that a delicate person is 

overly sensitive to coarse or obscene reading materials. Thus, as Elizabeth Griffith 

pointed out, the boundary between delicacy and sensibility is frequently blurred. 

The stereotypical view of the sensitive women lying on sofas continued into the 

nineteenth century, but it was the woman whose delicacy and sensibility existed in 

tandem that became the feminine ideal.

56 Barker-Benfield, p. 108
57 Barker-Ben field, p. 108
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As the eighteenth century drew to a close the cult of sensibility was fused with 

the growing Evangelical movement, of which Thomas and Henrietta Bowdler were 

a part. This fusion produced many of the reform societies which flared up in the 

early nineteenth century, including the Proclamation Society. The overly sensitive 

woman may have become an object of ridicule but the ideals of sensibility still 

remained. Women continued to be regarded as more feeling creatures and, as such 

were expected to be sheltered from the outside world and its tragedies and vices. 

The birth of sensibility resulted in a more delicate and sensitive middle class who 

did not wish to read titillating novels or plays. The growing female readership had 

to be protected from their nervous systems, and one of the solutions to this problem 

was not to offer them anything to excite them.

The effects of reading on the 'woman of feeling', particularly reading 

Shakespeare, are often emphasized in medical writings of the time. Reading is 

blamed in Susan Ferrier's Marriage for making Mary ill, and in several non- 

fictional instances is connected with insanity and unchastity. Often, the literary 

achievements of mentally ill women are associated with their disease. One 

particular anecdote from Joseph Mason Cox's Practical Observations on Insanity 

evokes a powerful image of the era's treatment of literate women. The book is 

presented as a set of case studies and one woman's final descent into madness is 

described by Cox:

a peasant found her, seated on a hillock, exhibiting all the usual 
symptoms of furious madness, surrounded by fragments of plants 
and drawings, making the most frantic gesticulations, vociferating 
with great vehemence, and spouting parts of Shakespeare. 58

58 -.nd2 nd edn (London: C and R Baldwin, 1806), p. 92
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Shakespeare has, according to Cox, severely affected this woman's psychological 

well being. Doubtlessly the effect of Shakespeare's work was enhanced because of 

the woman's 'acute sensibility'.

However, it is not just the effect on a girl or woman's nerves which worried 

people at the time that Lennox was writing The Female Quixote or, indeed, the only 

concern which continued in Austen and Ferrier's era; the effect on female morality 

was also a chief concern. In Sheridan's The Rivals, when Mrs. Malaprop calls 

Lydia 'a little intricate hussy', Sir Anthony Absolute exclaims; 'It is not to be 

wonder'd at, Ma'am - all this is a natural consequence of teaching girls to read. - 

Had I a thousand daughters, by Heavens! I'd a soon have taught the black-art as 

their alphabet!' 59 Lydia Languish reads novels, and plenty of them, but if Sir 

Anthony had his way she would not even be able to read the Bible for herself.

Although Sheridan was writing some time before The Family Shakespeare; his 

satirical work demonstrates that the concerns over reading material were very much 

in existence at least quarter of a century beforehand. These concerns did not lessen 

as the eighteenth century drew to a close. Indeed, as can be seen from Aunt 

Grizzy's exclamation, they were still very much alive over forty years later. The 

key to Grizzy's fears, and to those held by many other people at the time, lie in the 

power of knowledge. By reading, one imbues oneself with knowledge and 

understanding and conversely rids oneself of naivety and innocence. Novels, poetry 

and drama may not have provided their readers with substantial factual knowledge

59 Richard Brinsley Sheridan, The Rivals, (London: J. Wilkie, 1775; facs. repr., Ilkley: Scolar Press, 
1973), p. 12
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but they opened up worlds of possibility beyond the domestic sphere. A woman 

reading novels may learn how to flirt or expect every man they meet to fall in love 

with them. Reading could teach previously uncorrupted minds about the sins of the 

flesh, or encourage unruly passions. Aside from this, once a woman has cultivated 

a taste for reading they may diversify their material and read books about science, 

philosophy, geography and history. These books all contained information that 

could be dangerous to the sensitive women of eighteenth and nineteenth century 

ideology and the knowledge they contained could elevate women to the level of 

men, something which undoubtedly created fear in the male community.

This fear of women reading and gaining knowledge of any kind is expressed 

vehemently by Sir Anthony Absolute. For him, circulating libraries are as 

comparable to the tree of knowledge, as reading is to the Fall. :

A circulating library in a town is, as an ever-green tree of diabolical 
knowledge! - It blossoms through the year! - And depend upon it, 
Mrs. Malaprop, that they who are so fond of handling leaves, will 
long for the fruit at last.

Thus, reading becomes a sin, which can only be multiplied if the reading material 

allows access to knowledge of a 'diabolical' nature. This may be illustrations of 

vice or even descriptions of lust and passion. Since it allowed access to previously 

forbidden knowledge, reading became associated with acts of rebellion and 

indecency, and in some cases with the ultimate act of rebellion - that against God. 

Sir Anthony may be a fictional character, but he is nonetheless representative of 

beliefs found elsewhere in the period. Worst of all, reading a titillating novel, poem

60 Sheridan, p. 12
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or play may not be the final act of rebellion. A woman could now buy, and read 

Byron's Don Juan, but she might not stop there; 'what else may she have bought 

and read? Queen Mabl Tom Paine? Pornography? Advice on birth control?' 61 

With the rise of female literacy this loss of innocence became of utmost importance 

to many people. The sense of the potential danger of reading permeated even the 

literary magazines. A text was safe if it 'seemed unlikely to subvert mainstream 

values' and it was a commonly held view that 'a work of literature should be judged 

[by] its effect on the minds and morals of readers'. 62

Despite the frequently reiterated concerns about women reading, banning women 

from reading altogether was not a viable option. Women were expected to be able 

to read in order to converse with their husbands and teach their children good 

morals and precepts. Literate women had a difficult 'tightrope' to walk. Too much 

reading was considered ill-advised, but not to read at all was also 'disgraceful.'63 

When Austen's Lady Susan wishes that her daughter's acquirements should be 

nothing 'more than superficial' and flatters herself that 'she will not remain long 

enough at school to understand anything thoroughly' the reader is supposed to find 

this comic. 64 However, there is a sense in which this villainous character is, in fact, 

expressing an awful truth about the quality of female education. If women could 

appear beautiful, play a little music and speak a little French, they were

51 William St. Clair, The Reading Nation of the Romantic Period (Cambridge: Cambridge Univ.
Press, 2004), p. 412.
" 2 St. Clair, p. 285.
63 Hawkins, The Countess and Gertrude; or, Modes of Discipline 4 vols. (F.C. and J Rivington,
1811), I, 15 as cited in Pearson, p. 15
64 Jane Austen, Nonhanger Abbey, Lady Susan, The Watsons, Sanditon, ed. by James Kinsely and
John Davie, New edn. (Oxford: Oxford Univ. Press, 2003), p. 199
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accomplished enough. They were not required to have any real or in-depth 

understanding of society and the world around them.

In this respect, as well as in many others, Lady Susan's idea of an accomplished 

woman is entirely at odds with Mr Darcy's of Pride and Prejudice. His declaration 

that a woman must improve her mind by extensive reading is intended as a defence 

against Caroline Bingley's previous comment about Elizabeth's reading habits. 

When Caroline Bingley calls Elizabeth Bennet a 'great reader' and says that she 

'has no pleasure in anything else' 65 , she is not intending to improve Elizabeth's 

standing in Mr Darcy's affection. Instead she is slyly accusing her of indecency and 

of attempting to quit the domestic sphere which all women are born into. It is, 

therefore, no surprise that Elizabeth denies the accusation. In novels of this time 

period, heroines who are called 'great readers' tend to deny it and it is always 

malicious characters who make the accusation in the first place. 66 Even strong- 

minded women like Elizabeth, created by a 'great reader' like Austen, who 

understand the advantages of being literate and educated felt that they had to 

conceal their learning and deny their interest in books. Austen was not ashamed of 

her reading, and freely admitted to being a devourer of novels. However, in the 

social situation in which Elizabeth is placed it is better for her to refute Caroline's 

claim in order to appear to be the right kind of young woman.

Sixty years on, an article in the Girls' Own Paper, entitled 'How to Form a 

Small Library' seems to demonstrate a growing support for Mr Darcy's idea of the 

accomplished woman. Here, reading is staunchly advocated, though still with an

65 Jane Austen, Pride and Prejudice (London: Penguin, 1994), p. 31 
66 Pearson, p. 15
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eye on the reader's manners and general respectability: 'a girl becomes a reflection 

of the graces of her favourite authors...if she moves at home in the society of 

Shakespeare and Milton, she can never be commonplace, and will always make 

herself respected.' 67 Whether the author is thinking of Shakespeare as Bowdler 

presents him, or in the original form is difficult to say. However, what can be 

established is that whilst this article is supporting girls' reading, it is still prescribing 

what that reading should be, including, as is suggested by the title, exactly which 

books should be owned by someone intending to create their own, private library. 68

'How to Form a Small Library' is not unique in creating a suggested reading list for 

young women. From the end of the eighteenth century onwards there was a 

proliferation of books concerned with suggesting the correct reading material for 

women of all ages. Some notable examples are Sarah Green's Mental Improvement 

For Young Ladies and Hannah More's Strictures on the Modern System of Female 

Education, as well as her Hints Towards the Education of a Young Princess. Maria 

Edgeworth published numerous didactic works, including Practical Education and 

reading lists were also appended to other literary works, such as Henry Kett's Emily 

and Clara Reeve's The Progress of Romance.

One of the books that was, unsurprisingly, a staple with the author of 'How to 

Form a Small Library' and with other book-list creators was the Bible. However, 

even the foundation of the Christian religion was treated with ambiguity. Fanny 

Burney commented in her diary that '"many would be my doubts as to the old

67 James Mason, 'How to Form a Small Library, part 1', Girls' Own Paper (1880), II, no. 40, pp. 7-8
68 James Mason, 'How to Form a Small Library, part 2', Girls' Own Paper (1880), II, no. 47, pp. 
122-3
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Testament for a Girl", for the "translators" have failed to exclude "improper" 

expressions.' 69 Her words are echoed by Anna Jameson in her defence of reading 

Shakespeare, when she says 'I remember impressions of vice and cruelty from some 

parts of the Old Testament... which I shudder to recall.' 70 There were Bowdlerized 

versions of the Bible available, but some commentators objected to these, since they 

encouraged readers to gain only 'a mere shadow of piety', rather than real belief. 

Even Hannah More, who was so strict in other areas of reading, recommended that 

the Bible be read in full. 71

If the Bible, whether sanitized or whole was one staple of the female reading 

experience, another was conduct books. Often this would be the popular Fordyce 's 

Sermons, which Mr. Collins reads to the Bennet girls in Pride and Prejudice. 

Another popular volume was Maria Edgeworth's Practical Education. This was 

intended principally for the parents of younger children, particularly girls and 

devotes an entire chapter to suitable books for youth. Edgeworth instructs parents 

not to 'put books into the hands... of children, but such as present the best models of 

virtue/ 72 She includes Shakespeare in her recommended reading list and instead of 

mentioning his corrupting influence she emphasizes his difficulty for younger 

readers. For Edgeworth, reading without proper precautions can be considered 

dangerous since it opens up a new world of experience for innocent and virtuous 

children. She is very careful to stipulate that 'we should preserve children from the

" 9 Frances Burney, Diaries and Letters of Madam D'Arblay, ed. Charlotte Barrett (orig. 1842-6, 
1893), 4 vols, I, p. 275
70 Anna Jameson, A Commonplace Book of Thoughts, Memories and Fancies, original and selected 
(London: Longman, 1854), p. 137
71 Pearson, p. 45
72 Maria Edgeworth, Practical Education, 2 nd edn, 3 vols (London: J. Johnson, 1801), II, 90
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knowledge of any vice, or any folly, of which the idea has never yet entered their 

minds'. 73 Yet, she does not connect these vices and follies with Shakespeare's work 

which suggests that even for some conservative writers, Bowdlerized Shakespeare 

was an unnecessary education tool.

One hybrid of the conduct book family is the conduct novel which can be 

equally concerned with reading choices. Of these, one which is heavily concerned 

with reading is Henry Kelt's Emily: A Moral Tale. The novel is really a 

surrounding shell for the central matter of the text which is a series of letters 

addressed to the protagonist, written by her father, Colonel Lorton. In these letters 

Emily's father instructs her as to the right ways to behave in society, with a 

particular emphasis on modesty and religion. One letter, entitled The Improvement 

of the Mind' expresses some views of reading which at first may appear to be 

liberal but can equally be viewed as conservative and restricting. Colonel Lorton 

believes that books are important for women as 'they enlarge your view of the 

world...they may be recommended to women for the same reason they are to 

princes, as antidotes to ignorance'. 74 While this may seem to express a liberal view 

of reading, it is important to note that for Emily's father, and doubtlessly for Henry 

Kelt, reading is seen as a substitute for life. A woman may not experience the world 

outside the domestic sphere, but she may read about it. By encouraging Emily to 

sate her curiosity through books rather than through experience, Colonel Lorton is 

succeeding in keeping her grounded within the proper feminine environs.

73 Edgeworth, II, 89
74 Henry Kett, Emily: A Moral Tale, 2 vols (London: Rivington, 1809), I, 221

-56-



The growth of reading

This is particularly emphasized when Colonel Lorton tells Emily that though she 

may acquire as much knowledge as she can through books, she must not advertise 

that knowledge:

Make, I desire you, no attempt at display to bring forward your 
knowledge, lest you "overstep the modesty of nature." The beauty of 
learning is never so satisfying, as when seen through the veil of 
diffidence. 75

For all the seeming liberality of Colonel Lorton's ideas about female education, the 

ambiguity surrounding the reading woman remains. Knowledge is only desirable in 

a woman when it is not displayed, or set up against a man's own intellect and when 

it is not the 'diabolical' knowledge that Sir Anthony Absolute worries so much 

about.

The knowledge girls were expected to gain, though not to boast of, in their 

formative years was reasonably broad and they were even encouraged to study some 

science, particularly the more feminine area of botany. Yet, even the study of 

flowers was inundated with perils and pitfalls. The generally accepted and most 

widely studied botanical theories of the time were those of Carl Linnaeus. He 

classified plants by the number of stamen (male reproductive parts) and the number 

of pistils (female reproductive parts) on a flower, and in so doing rendered his 

method unacceptable to the more prudish critics of female education. 76 One 

particularly vehement opponent of this classification of plants by their sexual organs 

was Richard Polwhele when he prophesied that if 'botanizing girls...do not take 

heed to their ways, they will soon exchange the blush of modesty for the bronze of

75 Kett, I, 223
76 Ann B. Shteir, Cultivating Women, Cultivating Science: Flora's Daughters and Botany in 
England, 1760-1860 (Baltimore: John Hopkins University Press, 1996), p. 13
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impudence.' 77 He even notes that he has 'several times' actually seen 'boys and 

girls botanizing together'. 78

If the science of botany was causing problems among critics, then the study of 

Shakespeare provided as much controversy. This was not simply among 

educational theorists, but also among the women who read and disseminated 

Shakespeare. Shakespeare's work had by this stage in its history thoroughly 

permeated the national consciousness. Henry Crawford describes him as 'part of an 

English-man's constitution' and believes that even if one does not read his work 

'one gets acquainted with [Shakespeare] without knowing how'. Crawford's 

statement also shows a growing tendency to blend the distinction between 

'Shakespeare' the man and 'Shakespeare' as a name for his collected works.79 That 

Crawford can blur these distinctions and feels that he knows Shakespeare's works 

without having read any of them demonstrates how far it had saturated English 

culture. Not to study Shakespeare's plays would have been unacceptable for 

educated young women. However, while he was seen as the national poet, his work 

provoked as much, if not more controversy than other writers.

There is a sense of ambivalence surrounding the era's handling of Shakespeare 

as reading material; in Sarah Green's list of recommended reading Shakespeare is 

placed third, after the Bible and Pope's Homer. She calls him 'Shakespeare! The 

immortal Shakespeare!' and believes that after Homer he may 'certainly be deemed

77 Richard Polwhele, The Unsex'd Female (London: Cadell and Davies, 1798; facs. repr. New York: 
Garland Publishing, 1974), p.9
78 Polwhele, p. 8
79 Austen, Mansfield Park, p. 264
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the next great poet'.80 Hannah More praises Shakespeare in her Hints Towards 

Forming the Character of a Young Princess.* 1 Yet, More's praise is qualified by 

her advice that 'he should only be read in parcels, and with the nicest selection.' 82 

She believes that Shakespeare's plays have elements of the 'vulgar' and the
A-J

'absurd' and these should be kept from the eyes of a young princess, and any other 

woman.

The Shakespearean critic Anna Jameson defends Shakespeare against such 

censure and is certain that reading Shakespeare's work as a child has not damaged 

her virtue or innocence. Shakespeare's plays were placed on the 'forbidden shelf 

in her house but she had still 'read him all through between seven and ten years 

old.' Jameson's engagement with Shakespeare began at a very young age when her 

mind was malleable and impressionable. However, she does not regret reading his 

plays and states that:

he never did me any moral mischief. He never soiled my mind with 
any disordered image. What was exceptionable and coarse in 
language I passed by without attaching any meaning whatever to 
it....at nine or ten I had no comprehension of what was unseemly; 
what might be obscure in words to wordy commentators, was to me 
lighted up by the idea I found or interpreted for myself - right or 
wrong. 84

For Jameson, her youth and innocence were her protectors and she muses that if she 

had read Shakespeare when she was 'fifteen or sixteen' she may have understood, 

and been shocked by, more of the coarse language. Childish ignorance kept

80 Green, p. 94
81 Hannah More, Hints towards forming the character of a young princess, 2 vols, 2 nd edn. (London: 
T. Cadell and W. Davies, 1805), II, 176-90 
82 More, Hints, pp. 183-4 
"More, Hints, p. 183 
84 Jameson, p. 137-8
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Jameson safe from corruption and the only harm which she sees as having stemmed 

from reading Shakespeare is that because it was a forbidden book it had to be read 

'furtively.' 85

This image of a furtive reader is often associated with Shakespeare. One 

particularly notable example is an episode in Maria Jewsbury's History of an 

Enthusiast. In the opening of the novel the heroine, Julia, is discovered up an apple 

tree and after a subsequent interrogation by her grandmother and nurse it is 

discovered that she is reading Shakespeare. Her grandmother's reaction is more 

extreme than Green and More's but demonstrates some of the same concerns and 

according to Susan J. Wolfson these concerns were 'pervasive and culturally 

entrenched' 86 ;

' "Shakespeare, as I live! Well to be sure!"
"Mercy upon us Miss! But heathen play-acting books are not for
babes like you."
... "Well, indeed! A pretty pass is this world come
to!... Martin... you go and lock up every single scrap of a book about
the house, except[.. .]the large bible and the receipt book. -Come
here Julia, give over crying now, and listen like a good girl. I am not
going to punish you, you are come to any age to understand reason -
so I shall reason with you, my dear. [...] I do my duty when 1 take
Shakespeare from you, for he would only fill your head with
nonsense'" [her italics]. 87

The setting for the transgressive reading of Shakespeare in this novel is extremely 

telling. Julia is immediately identified with Eve and Shakespeare with the 

forbidden fruit. Not only this, but the physical action of climbing the apple tree

85 Jameson, p. 137
86 Susan J. Wolfson, 'Shakespeare and the Romantic Girl Reader', Nineteenth Century Contexts,
1999,21, 191-234
87 Maria Jewsbury, History of an Enthusiast
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means that Julia has crossed over the feminine boundaries and has acted in a boyish 

fashion.

However, Jewsbury did not, in fact, choose the setting of the apple tree herself. 

She based this episode on the real life actions of the poet Felicia Hemans nee 

Browne. That the young Felicia Browne chose the 'too-emblematic' 88 site of the 

apple tree to read her favourite author is interesting but it does not mean that she 

associated herself with Eve. In fact, as Wolfson notes, Hemans's reading was never 

seen as transgressive by her family circle. 89 However, when the episode is 

reproduced in literature the reader cannot help but create associations between the 

trangressive female reader and 'satanic temptation.' 90

While Felicia Hemans's mother may have encouraged her education and her 

reading of Shakespeare, more women were concurrent with the opinions of Julia's 

grandmother. Many women were involved in introducing his work to children and 

rendering it more suitable for family circles. Aside from Henrietta Dowdier, 

Elizabeth Macauley and Caroline Maxwell both produced Bowdlerized versions of 

Shakespeare's plays, whilst Mary Lamb co-authored Tales from Shakespear with 

her brother, which was designed to introduce girls to Shakespeare at a young age, 

when they could not get access to their father's library.

The work of these women demonstrates the duality of opinion surrounding 

Shakespeare's plays. In one way Bowdler, Macauley, Maxwell and Lamb are

88 Wolfson, p. 195 
"Wolfson, p. 193 
90 Wolfson, p. 195
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trying to spread Shakespeare to a new audience, but in another they are reducing 

and cleaning up his language and the effects of this sanitization are not always 

positive. The texts edited or created by these women are simultaneously repressive 

and liberating, as they both close down and open up a world of literature which 

women may otherwise not experience. Wolfson highlights this point in her 

discussion of Shakespeare and Romantic girl readers:

On the one hand, Shakespeare was reproduced in service to propriety 
and domesticity; on the other this project had the paradoxically 
contradictory effect (even in, or by virtue of, its ostensibly safe, 
sanitized form) of exciting and broadening the imaginations of the 
very readers it was designed to temper and contain.91

The excitement of imaginations which Wolfson talks about here was clearly 

something which concerned male and female commentators in the era. It was a 

widely held belief that women were more prone to imaginative excitement than men 

and it was this that led to fears of insanity and corruption from reading the 

heightened language of Shakespearean drama. 92 The writer and social reformer 

Charlotte Tonna describes reading Shakespeare in terms which, to the modern 

reader, more clearly echo the experiences of a drug addict or alcoholic. Tonna was 

an Evangelical Christian and remembers when she '"drank a cup of intoxication" 

under whose influence her brain "reeled", until "Reality became insipid," she 

"neglected household affairs", and her "mind became unnerved, [her] judgement 

perverted."' 93

" Wolfson, p. 195
92 Alan Richardson, Literature, education and Romanticism: Reading as Social Practice, 1780-1832 
(Cambridge: Cambridge Univ. Press, 1994), p. 169
93 Richard Altick, The English Common Reader (Chicago, 1957), pp. 112-113 as cited in Pearson, p. 
63
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For Tonna, as for the woman of Joseph Mason Cox's Observations, Shakespeare 

affects her mental state but it seems that the physical reaction to his plays can be 

just as violent. Shakespeare's work is dangerous for these women not only because 

reading it may corrupt their innocence but because their sensitive imaginations 

become too inflamed when reading his heightened language. Shakespeare must 

then be read with extreme caution and in order to avoid damaging young women's 

virtues it was considered best if he were studied under the watchful eye of a mother 

and in close proximity to the Bible.

The Family Shakespeare's appearance at a time of crisis for reading and readers 

seems to be an exemplification of Amy Cruse's statement used to open the chapter:

it is certain that there are a great many books which would never 
have come into existence had it not been that a company of readers 
was waiting to receive them. 94

While The Family Shakespeare may have exposed the prudish sensibilities of its 

editors it also answered the demands of many readers. Certainly there were 

commentators who believed that women should be restricted in their reading and the 

same opinion was held by many female readers. The Family Shakespeare was 

created solely for reading in the family and was not intended for use in the theatre. 

It may appear to modern readers to be a novelty edition but its timely response to 

the pre-Victorian Victorianism at the root of the fear and embarrassment 

surrounding reading meant that it became one of the most popular editions of the 

nineteenth century.

94 Amy Cruse, The Englishman and his Books in the Early Nineteenth Century (New York: Benjamin 
Blom, 1968), p. 9
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It was not intended as an introduction to Shakespeare but as the sole access to a 

body of work which was, when whole, deemed too indecent to be read or heard. 

For many women of the Romantic and Victorian eras reading Shakespeare must 

have been very different from our understanding of the activity. The Bowdlers had 

a pervasive influence over Shakespearean study and it is important to understand 

what they did to Shakespeare to render him fit for modest ears. However, before 

moving onto a discussion of the expurgations the Bowdlers made it is important to 

consider the title of the book. The Family Shakespeare is designed for the use of 

families. As can be seen from the preceding pages, reading in families had to be 

restricted, but what were the parameters that needed to be set down? What could be 

discussed and read in the family circle and what was considered indecent? The next 

chapter will discuss and analyse the nineteenth-century family and its values and 

develop the idea of editing for a specific readership further.
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THE FAMILY SHAKESPEARE IN CONTEXT(S)

When Henrietta Bowdler published her edition of The Family Shakespeare in 

1807 she had a clear idea about its function which she explains in the preface:

I flatter myself that the present publication may still claim the 
attention, and obtain the approbation of those who value every 
literary production in proportion to the effect which it may produce 
in a religious and moral point of view [my italics]. 1

Thus, the edition has clearly been edited with reference to what Henrietta believes is 

both religious and moral. There is a further and more explicit recognition of the 

intent of the edition to be found in the title: The Family Shakespeare. This edition 

must have primarily been designed to appeal to nineteenth century family groups 

who share Henrietta's - and later Thomas's - opinions of what 'religious and moral' 

literature should be. In order to understand The Family Shakespeare, therefore, it is 

necessary to understand the idealized family that it was intended for and how this 

family was changing and developing its religious and moral codes in the years 

leading up to its publication.

The notion of family which existed in the nineteenth century was a result of 

various shifts and alterations in society during the century preceding it. The family 

has taken on many guises throughout human history, but it was in the late 

seventeenth and early eighteenth century that the 'nuclear family' began to 

develop. 2 The term nuclear family, which is defined by the OED as 'the basic 

family group consisting typically of father, mother, and their dependant children.

1 Henrietta Bowdler, The Family Shakespeare in four volumes (Bath: R. Cruttwell, 1807), I, v. 
: Lawrence Stone, The Family, Sex and Marriage in England, 1500-1800 (New York: Harper & 
Row, 1977), p. 221.
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regarded as a social unit,' was not actually applied to this type of family group until 

1949. However, this kind of family structure has existed for much longer. When 

Henrietta chose The Family Shakespeare as her title she was using a word whose 

new significance had only just begun to become apparent. This was being 

manifested not only in a change in the way families functioned, but in the way they 

were portrayed in art and literature;3 these new images would certainly have been in 

the Bowdlers' consciousness when they edited The Family Shakespeare. There are 

numerous explanations for the growth of familial affection and the 'nuclear' family 

during the eighteenth century; some are linked to the rise of the middle classes and 

capitalism, some to the Age of Reason, to Evangelical Christianity, to the cult of 

sensibility and to the new value which was being placed on children and childhood. 

All these explanations merit some investigation since both as individual concepts 

and as a group of social forces these ideas impacted upon the production of The 

Family Shakespeare.

However, it is not just how the nineteenth century 'family' came into existence 

which is important when considering its effect on literary production. It is also 

important to consider what the nineteenth century family was like, or rather, what 

the expected character of such a family was. It is impossible to provide a model 

which suits all families, as several factors inhibit such a model. One chief inhibitor 

is class since it is generally accepted that the rise of the 'nuclear family' was 

particularly apparent in the middle classes4 ; therefore expecting the nuclear model to 

apply to working class families or even to those in the upper echelons of society

3 Janet Todd, Sensibility: An Introduction (London: Methuen, 1986), p. 16.
4 Clara Tuite, 'Domesticity' in The Oxford Companion to the Romantic Age: British Culture 1776- 
1832, ed. by lain McCalman (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999), pp. 125-133, (p.126).
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would be a facile observation. Certainly, there were affectionate families in all 

levels of society but since the concept of familial affection has emotional and not 

rational roots there will never be a single pattern which one can fit to every different 

demographic. Despite this, it is possible to ascertain a pattern in the changing 

concepts of family and to understand how the value of the family increased over the 

course of the eighteenth and early nineteenth century. According to Lawrence 

Stone, the development of the nuclear family was accompanied by several changes 

in the ways in which a family functioned. The first change was that the family unit 

became further separated from the community and from other relatives. This had 

the effect of creating a sanctuary in the family home and of glorifying domesticity. 

The eighteenth and nineteenth century sense of domesticity is best defined as a 

sense of belonging in the home and of that home providing comfort and shelter from 

the dangers of the outside world. Since it promoted shelter and privacy the domestic 

realm was generally accepted as the domain of women. From the nineteenth 

century onwards 'home' has always been viewed as a separate sphere from 'work' 5 

and can be seen as a 'physical shelter in the traditional sense of a roof over one's 

head, but beyond that a private, almost spiritual shelter from the outside 

masculinized world of work.' 6 However, even in the last decades of the eighteenth 

century, the definitions of'home' and 'work' were not so distinct.

5 Mary Jo Maynes, 'Class Cultures and Images of Proper Family Life' in Family Life in the Long 
Ninteenth Century, 1789-1913, ed. by David I. Kertzer and Marzio Barbagli. (New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 2002), pp. 195-226, p.201.
6 Moira Donald, 'Tranquil Havens? Critiquing the idea of home as the middle-class sanctuary' in 
Domestic Space: Reading the nineteenth century interior ed. by Inga Bryden and Janet Floyd 
(Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1999), pp.103-121, p. 103.

-67-



The Family Shakespeare in context(s)

When Richard Tapper Cadbury opened his shop in Birmingham in 1794 he lived 

above it and remained there with his family into the early years of the nineteenth 

century. For Elizabeth, his wife, 'home' and 'business' could never be separated 

and she was often expected to work in the shop. She also managed to give birth to 

ten children, eight of whom lived into adulthood and constantly demanded her care 

and attention. 7 This was just the beginning of Cadbury enterprise in Birmingham 

and as their shops thrived and their wealth increased they moved out into the suburb 

of Edgbaston. This enabled the future wives of the Cadbury family to concentrate 

on only one duty, that of childbearing and rearing, and to feel that they were entirely 

divorced from the public world of 'work'. At the time that Richard Cadbury was 

establishing his shop and Elizabeth was working in it, suburban living was already 

both a desirable and viable option for many middle-class families. This led to the 

complete separation of home and work and hence, to the identification of women 

with the former domain and men with the latter. The separation of private and 

public spheres was exacerbated by the "gender dichotomy 7 which 'served to 

naturalize it - that is, to root it in the laws of nature.' 8 This separation may never 

have occurred before but it could now be justified as 'natural'; women were meant 

to be kept at home and men were supposed to go out to work. It may not have been 

the way things had been done in the past but it was the way they should have been 

done. This idea was further enhanced by the reduction in the need for women to 

perform work of any kind. For the new middle classes it was the first time that it

7 For more details see Leonore Davidoff and Catherine Hall, Family Fortunes: Men and Women of 
the English Middle Class 1780-1850, rev. edn., (London: Routledge, 2002). 
8 Maynes, p. 201.
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was economically possible for women to remain at home, looking after children and 

house while the men earned all the money for the family. 9

The separation of women and children into the private, domestic sphere created 

a new link between them. Women were often viewed as naive children who needed 

to be protected from the outside world and shielded from worldly knowledge. Due 

to their domestic, sheltered lives women must often have seemed woefully ignorant 

and this could only have exacerbated men's opinion of women as creatures who 

needed to be protected from the realities of the world. Within the home, women 

themselves were responsible for the protection of children and the promotion of 

faith and morals. Women constructed their home as 'a moral haven' and if they 

'could be contained within that home, then a space would be created for the family 

religion'. 10 Reading materials, which were intended for use in this domestic haven, 

must have found a large marketplace amongst these middle class, religious families. 

Aside from husbands who wished to shelter their wives there were mothers who 

wished to protect their children from the corrupting influence of books and it is not 

surprising that in this environment where faith, morality and innocence were prized 

above all else, The Family Shakespeare, which has been described as an 'enduring' 

monument 'to the new domesticity'," found immense success. It is a publication 

which highlights the growing connection between children and women. Thomas 

Bowdler intended the edition to be 'fit for a gentleman to read to a company of

"Todd, p. 17.
10 DavidoffandHall,p. 115.
'' Gary Taylor, Reinventing Shakespeare: A Cultural History from the Restoration to the Present
(London: Hogarth, 1990), p. 206.
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ladies', thus rendering the edition 'gender specific' 12 but not specific to children. 

However, the title, The Family Shakespeare, suggests that children are an integral 

part of the Bowdlers' readership and it is often referred to as an edition for children 

only. 13 That some modern scholars view this edition as solely a children's book 

demonstrates that the Bowdlers were editing as if women and children's 

understandings were the same and as if their knowledge about the public world 

outside the domestic sphere should be similarly restricted, whilst their instruction 

should be limited to religion and morality. Restricting the information children, 

regardless of gender, could have access to was a new phenomenon and one which 

informed and spurred on the production of texts like The Family Shakespeare.

In the new domestic havens the relationships between parents and children 

became far more affectionate and children were identified as a 'special status group, 

distinct from adults, with its own special institutions, such as schools and its own 

information circuits, from which adults increasingly tried to exclude knowledge 

about sex and death.' 14 Whilst all the developments in the conception of 'family' 

had their effect on The Family Shakespeare, perhaps the most influential was the 

alteration of attitudes towards children. In the nineteenth century the desire to 

shield children from the realities of life was a relatively new one. Until the 1770s it 

was not uncommon for parents of young children to take them to see corpses or 

view executions. This was seen as a valuable experience which taught children 

about the inevitability of death and reminded them of their own mortality.

12 Jean Marsden, The Re-Imagined Text: Shakespeare, Adaptation and Eighteenth-Century Literary 
Theory, (Lexington, Kentucky: The University Press of Kentucky, 1995), p. 151.
13 Taylor, pp. 206-210; Colin Franklin, Shakespeare Domesticated: The Eighteenth Century Editions, 
(Aldershot: Scolar Press, 1991), pp. 141-3.
14 Stone, pp. 221-2.
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However, as the century drew to a close this type of exposure was frowned upon, 

and in 1774, when her aunt died in her father's house, Mrs Philip Francis sent her 

children to school "for I thought it would be terrifying to children to be in the house 

with a corpse." 15 Childhood became synonymous with innocence and this 

innocence needed to be protected for as long as possible. As Leonore Davidoffand 

Catherine Hall have noted, this innocence became elevated and the appeal of the 

unspoiled and the natural to the Romantics 'furthered the special place of 

children.' 16

The special place of children was also advanced through the increased affection 

of parents. According to Stone, this was particularly influenced by the growing 

understanding of a child's individuality. Simple practices, such as giving each child 

distinct and different names was an indication that children began to have more 

significance for their parents. This is in contrast to the seventeenth and early 

eighteenth century practice of calling younger sons by the same name as the eldest 

in case of death, or naming a newborn child after a dead sibling. There was also an 

increased idealization of the relationship between mother and child. More women 

in the middle classes were breastfeeding their children themselves rather than 

sending them out to wet nurses. This was in response to criticism of many nurses' 

treatment of children and the implication that the practice of wet nursing equated 

with bad mothering. 17 In 1772 William Buchan recommended that mothers should 

bring up their children like 'yeoman and substantial farmers', whose children were

15 Stone, p.250.
16 Davidoffand Hall, p. 343.
17 Tuite, p. 128.
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'generally nursed by their mothers.' 18 This must automatically have created a 

stronger bond between mother and child which tended to continue throughout the 

child's life. This stronger bond meant that there was increasing concern about the 

wellbeing of children, both in terms of bodily and spiritual health. Children were 

seen as a tabula rasa and so it was important that they were controlled and taught 

morality and faith from the very beginning of their lives. Samuel Wilberforce, son 

of William Wilberforce MP, wrote in a schoolboy essay of the nature of a child's 

mind:

The mind of a child may be compared to red hot iron, which may be 
easily moulded into whatever shape you please, whilst it continues 
hot, but if once suffered to cool must remain in the shape in which it 
is. If this be the case, of what infinite importance it is to pour into 
the heart of the child sentiments of religion, and to teach him to 
remember his creator in the days of his youth. 19

With the closing quotation from Ecclesiastes 12:1 the young Wilberforce has 

encapsulated the prevailing view of childhood in the era. The importance of 

teaching a child virtue and of 'moulding' their mind to follow Christian principles 

and morals is constantly reiterated in educational tracts and this instruction required 

materials of a 'religious and moral' stance to affect it.

As a result of the concern over innocence and morality, new literature sprung up 

intended purely for the use of children. A great deal of this was didactic and often 

religious; even stories written primarily to entertain often held a moral message. 

With the rise of literacy these books found new audiences and became increasingly

18 William Buchan, Domestic Medicine, or a treatise on the prevention and cure of diseases. By 
regimen and simple medicines. (London: Strathan, Cadell, Kincaid and Creech, 1772), p. 43.
19 Samuel Wilberforce MSS b I f. 10, as cited in Christopher Tolley, Domestic Biography: The 
Legacy of Evangelicalism in Four Nineteenth Century Families (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1997), p. 
26.
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marketable. As the middle classes became richer, they were more willing to spend 

money on their children and the ability to buy toys, games and books for offspring 

became evidence of status in society.20

As the era progressed more people took a commercial interest in children's 

publications. John Murray and William Godwin both started printing series of 

books designed solely for the use of children. One of the books Godwin's Juvenile 

Library published was Charles and Mary Lamb's Tales from Shakespear. Charles's 

distaste for the didactic works of 'the curse Barbauld crew [Sarah Trimmer and 

Anna Barbauld], those Blights and Blasts of all that is Human in man & child' is 

well documented and is apparent even in Tales ̂  At the end of his version of Lear, 

Lamb distances himself from Evangelical doctrine when he admits 'it is an awful 

truth that innocence and piety are not always successful in this world'. 22 Yet, 

Charles cannot resist some moralizing and concludes that Cordelia will be taken up 

to Heaven as she has shown the world 'an illustrious example of filial duty.' 23 This 

is particularly interesting since at the time King Lear was generally considered to be 

an unperformable play, mainly due to its lack of morality or redemption. However, 

for children's authors of the nineteenth century, moral endings were difficult to 

avoid and so Charles emphasizes Cordelia's obedience as a Christian virtue. Even 

so, Tales was not written solely for moralistic purposes; entertaining, whilst 

cultivating a love of Shakespeare, was also an important factor in its production.

20 Stone, p. 411.
21 The Letters of Charles and Mary Lamb ed. by Edwin W. Mars, Jr. (Ithaca: Cornell University
Press, 1975), II, Letter 136 (October 23 1802), pp. 81-2.
"Charles and Mary Lamb, Tales from Shakespear ed. by Hebert Strang (London: Henry Frowde,
1901), p.132. For further discussion see Celia Boyd, First Fashionings: Social Conditioning in
Georgian Children's Fiction, 1982 (Birmingham: University of Birmingham).
23 Lambs, p. 132.
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The Family Shakespeare has more in common with Tales than with the works of 

dogged didacticism since the Bowdlers believed that Shakespeare's work could 

entertain whilst still providing a religious and moral framework with which to 

instruct, provided, of course, that his work was expurgated. The notion of childhood 

as a time of innocence and the increasing importance of this within the family circle 

was undoubtedly an important consideration for the editors of this Shakespeare for 

families.

Nowhere was the desire to keep children innocent and virtuous more keenly felt 

than in the home of the new middle-class Evangelical Christians. The Evangelical 

revival started in the late eighteenth century and it made religion central to middle- 

class culture. Its rise and influence can be observed in 'the growth of charities, the 

increase in religious literature, the development of Sunday Schools, the increase in 

church and chapel buildings and the numbers in their congregations.' 24 However, 

one impact which the Evangelical revival had is not so focused in the public arena; 

'it was the Evangelical revival that really laid the foundations of the Victorian view 

of home...Daily prayers for the entire household, readings aloud for the whole 

family...these were the foundations of the Victorian cult of home.' 25 Evangelical 

Christians believed that the nation was suffering from moral degeneracy and it 

became their mission to convert and make large sections of society, or in the 

Bowdlers' case, Shakespeare, respectable once more. While this mission took them 

out into the public sphere, they believed that the promotion of faith should begin 

with a religious family and moral household. The Bowdlers were themselves

24 DavidoffandHall,p. 78.
25 Eric Trudgill, Madonnas and Magdalen's: The Origins of Developments of Victorian Sexual
Attitudes (London: Heinemann, 1976), p. 40.
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members of a prominent Evangelical family and although there is little known about 

their family life some Evangelicals recorded their domestic habits in great detail. 

The lives of one particular group of people, known as the Clapham Sect - some of 

whom were friends of John Bowdler and whose members included William 

Wilberforce - are well documented and provide an interesting glimpse into the lives 

of several late eighteenth and early nineteenth century Evangelical families.

Family was sacred to the Evangelicals and they saw the need to foster a new 

respect for familial obligations and ties as integral to the task of reforming the 

manners of the nation. 26 If the private home and nuclear family were the 'bourgeois 

realm[s] par excellence' [her italics]27 then Evangelicalism dovetailed neatly in 

between these and became the prevailing religion of the middle classes and thus, the 

basis of the religious principles that Evangelical writers, like the Bowdlers, wished 

to promote. Family was seen as the main instrument of education, particularly for 

girls whose education was encouraged, though limited to the home. This education 

was rooted in, and sometimes limited to, a desire to bring children to God. 'It is 

through the institution of families...that children are brought up in an orderly 

manner; and that the knowledge of GOD and of his laws is handed down from 

generation to generation' 28 , wrote Henry Thornton - a friend of John Bowdler - in 

an Evangelical tract. The form this moral and spiritual education took was strict but 

not as restricting as is sometimes postulated.

:6 Tolley, p. 42.
"Maynes, p. 201.
28 Henry Thornton, Lectures on The Ten Commandments as cited in Tolley, p. 58.
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It is generally accepted that Evangelical Christians could be discerned from their 

non-Evangelical counterparts by 'their outward show of piety and their greater 

seriousness. They all held strict views upon manners and morals, abstained from 

certain pleasures, and were inclined to censure those who indulged in them.' 29 

However, this seems to be an exaggerated generalization since, the Evangelicals at 

Clapham could make a "very jocund party' 30 and 'fun and enjoyment' could be 

found in many of their households. 31 William Wilberforce was himself known for 

his games and practical jokes. Nor were jokes the only amusements on offer to 

Clapham children who were encouraged to read and often enjoyed the 'corporate 

pleasure of reading aloud with their parents.' 32 This experience may not always 

have been pleasurable, especially if the reading was didactic or moralistic. 

However, the families encouraged reading of very diverse material including 

Milton, Dryden and Scott as well as Wilberforce and Hester Chapone. In one 

instance in 1808 Jane Catherine Venn listened to her aunt "reading Macbeth out of 

the "Family Shakespeare'". This brief allusion to the Henrietta Bowdler's edition 

lends support to the hypothesis that the Bowdlers edited with middle-class religious 

families in mind and simultaneously demonstrates that the children of the Clapham 

Sect were not shielded from all books apart from religious ones. However, as is 

evident from the use of The Family Shakespeare in favour of another edition, the 

children's reading was still carefully monitored in order to preserve their sense of 

religion and morality.

~9 Maurice Quinlan, Victorian Prelude: A History of English Manners 1700-1830 (London: Frank
Cass, 1965), p. 112.
30 Booth family papers, Letter (Mary Babington to Henry William Macaulay) dated 7 February 1823
as cited in Tolley, p. 8.
3I Tolley,p.ll.
32 Tolley, p. 12.
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James Stephen wrote a letter to his son Fitzjames on his twelfth birthday in 

which he warned against 'idle reading. Books will be your best or worst company. 

When you are in company (I mean of wise and useful) books, you must behave as 

when you are in the company of good and wise men. Collect your thoughts, be 

attentive, and keep your body from indolent postures.' 33 These words, which are 

reflected and echoed in so many tracts on reading from the era, demonstrate that 

often Evangelical concerns aligned with those of the general populace. The growing 

elision of Evangelical and popular thought, which has been highlighted by many 

writers on the era, was partly due to the increase in members of the Evangelical 

church but also because as a predominately middle-class religion, Evangelicalism 

came to represent the views of an increasing number of politicians and social 

reformers. Evangelicalism may have altered the way families, including the 

Bowdlers, interacted but its effects spread beyond the boundaries of private 

domesticity into the more public arenas of politics and social consciousness.

It may be best to pause for a moment to consider what Evangelical Christianity 

actually is, and what its followers believed. The term 'Evangelical's' first usage is 

cited in 1531 meaning 'of or pertaining to, or in accordance with, the faith or 

precepts of the Gospel, or the Christian religion.' However, the Evangelical 

Christianity of the eighteenth century brought with it new connotations for the word 

and from this century onwards it was, according to the OED, 'applied to that school 

of Protestants which maintain that the essence of "the Gospel" consists in the

33 as cited in Tolley, p. 39.
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doctrine of salvation by faith in the atoning death of Christ, and denies that either 

good works or the sacraments have any saving efficacy.' The term came into 

general usage at the time of the Methodist revival and it can be said that 

Evangelicalism denotes 'the school of theology which that movement represents'. 

In the early nineteenth century the word was used pejoratively and indiscriminately 

by critics to denote both Christian groups. Aside from an insistence of faith over 

works, other features of Evangelical Christianity include a belief that human nature 

is fundamentally corrupt as a result of the Fall; the assertion of the sole authority of 

the Bible in doctrinal matters and a denial of the Church's power to interpret the 

teachings in the Scriptures; a belief that the Sacrament is only symbolic and the 

belief that ordination does not convey any supernatural gifts. In less theoretical 

terms, this created a group of serious-minded, devout people with a proselytizing 

streak and a fervent desire to reform the morals and manners of the nation. By their 

critics Evangelicals were seen as overly enthusiastic, separate from the world and 

censorious and while this was certainly true, it was not long before these 

characteristics could be applied to a large amount of the population. 34

As early as the 1690s there had been attempts by serious-minded Christians to 

affect social reform. During the reigns of Charles II and James II social reformers 

could not get support from the monarchy for their plans and projects but with the 

arrival of William III and Mary II, who were far more puritan and devout, 

proclamations were issued for magistrates to deal severely with 'profane and

34 lan Bradley, The Call to Seriousness: The Evangelical Impact on the Victorians, (London: 
Jonathan Cape, 1976), p. 27.
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debauched' people. 35 These proclamations led to the development of campaigns to 

rid the country of vice and innumerable societies sprung up all over England. The 

first attempt by a group of this kind, who called themselves the Society for the 

Reformation of Manners, 'died an unlamented death' 36 in 1738. However, while 

their attempts were not successful, and certainly not popular, 'it was to be a 

phoenix...which rose successively under other names until, in its final resurrection, 

it was to find the nation genuinely disposed to moral reform.' 37 The reason that this 

group finally rose flaming from the ashes is that with the rise in proselytizing 

Evangelicals came a burning desire to reform and mend the vices and debauchery of 

their fellow humans.

The first attempt to resurrect the Society for the Reformation of Manners which 

had any effect at all was the formation of the Proclamation Society. It was formed 

by William Wilberforce after he discovered some old accounts of the Society. 

Inspired by their work he decided to institute a new society to further the cause of 

this seventeenth century group. In 1787 he asked the King to issue a Royal 

Proclamation against vice; the King assented and the result is an edict which 

condemns a great many activities, including cards, dice, drinking and gambling, 

especially if these occurred on the Sabbath. At the end of the Proclamation, and 

most significantly for this study, are found the following instructions: 'suppress all 

loose and licentious prints, books, and publications, dispersing poison to the minds

35 Quinlan, p. 14. 
36 Quinlan, p. 17. 
37 Quinlan, p. 17.
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of the young and unwary, and to punish the publishers and vendors thereof.' 38 In 

order to carry out the restrictions of the Proclamation, Wilberforce formed the 

Proclamation Society, of which Thomas Bowdler was a member. Thus, even before 

he had started to expurgate books, Bowdler was involved in censorship and 

suppression of immoral literature. Although the Proclamation Society was 

eventually superseded by the Society for the Suppression of Vice, Thomas's evident 

concern with 'licentious prints' continued well into the nineteenth century. In the 

Royal Proclamation, and the society which followed it, it is possible to see a further 

development which would eventually lead to the editing of The Family 

Shakespeare.

The Proclamation Society was not popular with everyone and was not always 

regarded as a threat to lewd behaviour. Horace Walpole once commented that 'the 

Proclamation' was "no more minded in Town than St. Swithin's Day.' 39 In fact, the 

Proclamation Society may have wanted to punish writers and publishers of obscene 

texts but prosecutions were infrequent. The sinners of the 1780s, it seemed, were 

not ready to be converted or reformed. However, an event which took place in the 

last year of the decade became the catalyst for a much wider acceptance of 

Evangelical beliefs and values. The French Revolution was the shock that was 

needed to 'set the [British] nation firmly upon a new course' 40 and with it the 

censorious activities of the government became acceptable and expected. Yet, it 

was not simply a new acceptance of censorship which drove the era towards

58 Part of the first address to the Public from the Society for the Suppression of Vice, London, 1803, 
pp.22-24 as cited in Quinlan, p. 54.
39 as cited in Muriel Jaeger, Before Victoria, (Chatto and Windus: London, 1956), p. 14.
40 Quinlan, p. 67.
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Victorianism and thus, towards Bowdlerism. Public opinion had changed and in the 

years of uncertainty that followed the Revolution, many people were converted to 

Evangelical Christianity; 'moral reform thus flourished at the expense of the 

political.' 41 By keeping the nation devout, moral and mannerly it was hoped that the 

events in France would not be repeated in England. For the first time, the desire for 

reform was evident even in the higher classes and the nation's attitude to vice began 

to change.

This attitude to vice was not solely influenced by the Evangelical movement. 

Another factor, which Noel Perrin believes is the chief cause of Bowdlerism, is the 

rise of the cult of sensibility. 42 When Perrin refers to this in his study of Thomas 

Bowdler's legacy, he is particularly referring to 'delicacy' and uses it to mean 

'something shrinking, sensitive, easily wounded.' However, as has already been 

discussed in the previous chapter, this seems to apply more accurately to 

'sensibility' than 'delicacy.' 'Delicacy' is better defined as a sense of what is proper 

and improper. A delicate person may be offended by obscene words or sexual 

language but they will not necessarily fall down in a swoon. Improper behaviour 

extended to the violent outbursts of emotion that are connected with sentimentality 

and which, by the 1770s were beginning to be condemned. However, the growth of 

sentimentality had long lasting effects; it is evident in the changing perception of 

family, in the economic and cultural situation of women and in growing concern for 

those suffering under great afflictions.43 One of its most notable effects though, is 

the sense of delicacy which lingered long after the 'affected feelings' and 'display of

41 Muriel Jaeger, Before Victoria, p. 38.
42 Perrin, p. 10.
43 Todd,p. 12.
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emotion' had diminished. Delicacy could be applied not only to that which is 

obscene in language but also to physical obscenities. This led to a growing disgust 

towards the human body and towards bodily functions. As Lawrence Stone has 

noted, this particular form of delicacy was influenced by the growing stress on the 

Renaissance Humanist idea of 'civility.' 44 As these ideas about what separates the 

civilized from the uncivilized spread throughout Europe people became more aware 

of a need to withdraw their body and its functions from the view of others. In the 

late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries a great deal of innovations were 

introduced to the lives of those with enough money to afford them. These included 

the fork, the handkerchief and the nightdress, all of which were designed to conceal 

and protect others from the indelicate sights of saliva, mucus and nudity. Cutlery 

became widely used and was meant only for personal use, which meant that it could 

no longer be dipped into a shared dish once it had been used.45

Another upshot of this new stress on physical privacy was an increase in 

cleanliness and the introduction of bathtubs into wealthy late eighteenth century 

households. The motivation for these new refinements is delicacy and a fear of 

giving offence where none had previously existed; one particular example can be 

found in 'the odour of stale sweat, which had been taken for granted for millennia' 

but 'was now beginning to be thought offensive'.46 Spitting and nose-blowing were 

now discouraged and excretion and sexual activities were carried out in far more 

private accommodation. These actions were not restricted as a method of improving 

hygiene or limiting bacterial infections but in order to conform to new patterns of

44 Stone, p. 256.
45 Stone, p. 256-7.
46 Stone, p. 257.
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propriety and 'civility'. Stone firmly believes that the bodily privacy which 

developed during the eighteenth century paved the way for 'nineteenth-century 

prudery' and on close examination of the omissions from The Family Shakespeare 

this seems to be true. Bowdler often removes references to smells, bodily odours, 

urinating and even grotesque descriptions of the human body, particularly Falstaff s. 

The Family Shakespeare has been viewed as a triumph of pre-Victorian delicacy,47 

an entirely valid point of view when considering all of the bodily indelicacies which 

Bowdler has excised.

However, as has already been discussed, it was not just the human body which 

could offend the delicate nineteenth century reader. This delicacy also led to the 

condemnation of obscene or sexual language and eventually manifested itself in the 

use of euphemisms. One particular example of this kind of practice can be found in 

an English poem originally called The Three Knights and the Smock. Leigh Hunt, a 

nineteenth century poet noted the changes to the title, which altered in line with 

opinions about delicacy. 'Smock' began to be considered 'indelicate' and the title 

was changed to The Three Knights and the Shift. However, this too became too 

much for delicate people and the title was changed once again; this time 'shift' was 

substituted for the French 'Chemise'. Finally, even disguising the word in French 

became totally unacceptable and the poem was withdrawn from publication and 'the 

word may not be mentioned at all, nor the garment itself alluded to by any decent 

writer.' 48 The ill fortune of the words 'smock' or 'shift' or 'chemise' is a fate which 

was suffered by many other words and phrases. If even a woman's clothing may

47 Quinlan, p. 248.
48 Jaeger, pp. 122-3.
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not be alluded to, then it seems natural that the Bowdlers deemed it entirely 

necessary to expurgate Shakespeare's work. Indeed, Shakespeare's language and 

the language which had been used by generations of English people were being 

criticized at least twenty years before Bowdlerization first took place. With the 

growth of euphemism came a new hope of increased delicacy and propriety 

throughout the nation.

In 1791, in an article in the Gentleman's Magazine a writer remarked:

All our mothers and grandmothers used in due course of time to 
become \vith-child, or as Shakespeare has it, round-wombed...\mi it 
is very well known that no female, above the degree of chamber maid 
or laundress, has been with-child these ten years past; every decent 
married woman now becomes pregnant... We are every day growing 
more delicate, and, without doubt, at the same time more virtuous; 
and shall, I am confident become the most refined and polite people 
in the world.49

The push towards Victorian euphemism had begun, nearly fifty years before 

Victoria came to the throne. It is this kind of euphemism which the Bowdlers so 

often employ in The Family Shakespeare and which became even more marked in 

later editions of Shakespeare's work. Charles and Mary Cowden Clarke, for 

example, changed every instance of 'cuckold' to "wronged man' in their edition 

published between 1865 and 1869. Support was growing for this type of censorship 

and when the Society for the Suppression of Vice was formed in 1802, although it 

was a direct successor to the eighteenth century groups, its institution 'in the midst 

of a zealous reform movement' ensured that it lasted much longer than its 

predecessors. To begin with, very few of the twenty nine men who founded the 

Society for the Suppression of Vice also belonged to the Proclamation Society. This

1 Gentleman's Magazine, LXI (Dec 1791), p. 1100.
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may have been because the societies appealed to different social classes; 

Wilberforce had originally planned to enlist 'persons of consequence in every line 

of life' but in 1802 the membership mainly consisted of peers, M.P.s and senior 

Church officials. By contrast the Society for the Suppression of Vice (otherwise 

known as the Vice Society) was a 'middle-class organization...drawing the bulk of 

its active supporters from the City of London'. The professions of these men can be 

traced and listed as '8 clergymen (none above parish rank), 5 lawyers, 2 surgeons, 1 

government clerk as well as 1 stockbroker and 3 business proprietors (2 of them 

booksellers).' 50 The Vice Society, it seems, was the domain of ordinary, working 

men and it must be assumed reflected the opinions of these ordinary men towards 

licentiousness. The middle-class make up of the Society is evidence of a growing 

trend among the bourgeoisie to uphold Evangelical values and of a desire to reform 

all indecent elements of British society.

The Vice Society eventually absorbed the Proclamation Society and many of the 

latter's members transferred their membership. On the first list of subscribers, 

published in 1803 is one name of significance for this study; this time it was not 

Thomas but his brother, John Bowdler, who was a member of the society, yet, the 

family's continued involvement in the suppression of vice indicates a lifelong 

concern with reformation of both morals and manners. John Bowdler was the 

author of Reform or Ruin: Take you Choice!, a lengthy tract in which he blames the 

corrupted state of the nation on the licentious nature of private lives; 'how little of 

their time for they take from those pursuits [playing cards, drinking at alehouses,

50 M.J.D. Roberts, The Society for the Suppression of Vice and Its Early Critics, 1802-1812', The 
Historical Journal, 26 (1983), 159-176 (p. 161-2).
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dancing etc.] to devote to religion, or to their improvement in virtue and morals?' 51 

He had a simple plan for altering the nation's fate; 'the only reform which can save 

us, if adopted in time is A THOROUGH REFORM OF PRINCIPLES AND 

PRACTICES AMONG ALL RANKS OF PEOPLE THROUGHOUT THE 

KINGDOM' [his capitals].52 Once these changes began to occur in British society it 

is not surprise that there were new markets available in which John's brother and 

sister could sell their reformed Shakespeare.

The acceptance of these changes is evident in the greater success of the Society 

for the Suppression of Vice in contrast to the Proclamation Society. One obviously 

successful element was the far larger membership of the Vice Society. In 1802 the 

Proclamation Society's membership stood at 152 and had been the same for a 

number of years. The Vice Society may have only started with 29 members, but by 

the end of 1804 there were approximately 1200 members. 53 The Society 

encouraged other groups to be set up in provincial areas and allowed women to 

become members. They also set a lower subscription rate of one guinea suggesting 

that they expected to appeal to less affluent people than the Proclamation Society 

(whose subscription was two guineas). Even though the Proclamation Society had 

much the same agenda as the Vice Society, it was not until the beginning of the 

nineteenth century that any society was able to attract such a large membership. 

Increasingly people felt that vice of any kind needed to be restricted and suppressed. 

This is further emphasized by the success of the Vice Society's convictions.

51 John Bowdler, Reform or Ruin: Take your Choice!, 2 nd edn. (Dublin: J. Milliken, 1798), p. 18.
52 John Bowdler, pp. 19-20.
53 R. Watson, A sermon preached before the society for the suppression of vice... To which are added 
the plan of the society, a summary of its proceedings and a list of its members, (London, 1804), 
pp.41-72 as cited in Roberts, p. 163.
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Between 1802 and 1817 they achieved a one hundred percent conviction rate and it 

therefore appears that the prosecutions that they executed were manifesting the 

mood of the time. Later in the era when the society tried to prosecute "obscene' 

literature it was not always successful. This suggests that the height of Victorianism 

was actually over before the Victorian era had begun.

The success of the Vice Society had a profound effect on booksellers; many 

stopped publishing even slightly questionable works, including Byron's Don Juan. 

The society drew support from unlikely quarters, and even one of their most 

vehement opponents Richard Carlile - who was jailed for publishing seditious 

material - wrote in 1820:

The first avowed object of your society was to seek out the persons 
who were instrumental in disseminating obscene books and prints. 
Had you confined yourself to this, no honest or moral man would 
have complained of or objected to your conduct as a society. 54

Censorship on the grounds of obscenity was becoming acceptable and, as such, a 

pre-censored version of Shakespeare was likely to find many admirers and be 

marketable to a wide audience. In the early years of the nineteenth century it seems 

that the earlier predictions in the Gentleman's Magazine concerning the politeness 

of the age had come true. In the 1780s one could still buy an annual publication 

called Harris's List of Covent Garden Ladies which was essentially a magazine of 

prostitutes which some used to advertise to a larger clientele. This was an obviously 

bawdy work but 'was sold openly' 55 ; by the 1800s this type of trade was no longer 

acceptable and sex had become a hidden and rarely discussed sin. The lack of

54 Richard Carlile, 'A Letter to the Society for the Suppression of Vice (self-styled and by no one 
else)', The Republican, 2 (1820), 181-188, (p. 183). 
55 Quinlan, p. 61.
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understanding and the secrecy surrounding sex is borne out in Bowdler's 

expurgations and in the belief that this type of expurgation needed to be carried out 

in the first place. As a result of his Evangelical beliefs, Bowdler excises a great deal 

of religious language from The Family Shakespeare, however these are not his only 

concern. Sexual language and obscenity come under as much scrutiny as a 

misplaced 'O God!' and meet with varying, sometimes surprising treatment in the 

edition. His reaction to sexual language is both mirrored in and reflects upon 

nineteenth-century society's opinions about how much one should discuss sex, 

reveal details of sexual relationships or publish works which did both of these. 

These opinions were rapidly changing, affected both by religious and moral views 

about sex, and were certainly a reaction against the sexual mores of the decades 

leading up to the birth of Bowdlerism.

In the late eighteenth and early nineteenth century, the attitudes to sex were 

changing, and remarkably varied amongst different groups and classes. 

Enlightenment thought on the subject of sex tended towards support of sexual 

freedoms, and increased availability of sexual knowledge. This relaxed view of sex 

heralded the beginnings of sex therapy, and manuals discussing sexual techniques, 

compatibility, venereal disease, fertility, birth control and reproduction were 

published and freely available. Pornography and prostitution were rife and visible, 

with little done to suppress the publication of pornographic literature, or to control 

the women that traded on the streets. It has been estimated that there could have 

been as many as ten thousand prostitutes in London at the end of the eighteenth 

century; although this includes 'all levels from the kept woman to the street
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walker'. 56 The cost of these women could vary from six pennies up to fifty guineas; 

suggesting that they were catering for a wide variety of men and that no social class 

was immune to the temptations of these women. 57 Prostitutes did not need to ply 

their trade in secret and were able to advertise freely in directories such as Harris's 

List ofCovent Garden Ladies or The Whoremonger's Guide to London. Lists such 

as these exemplify the ready availability of prostitutes and pornography, and in fact 

combine these two elements as readers who did not wish to actually sample the 

goods on offer could at least use the books for private titillation. The success and 

then decline of Harris's List also serves as proof of the shifts in societal 

expectations and the lessening in demand for both sexually explicit literature and 

prostitutes.

Harris's List was published every year for forty years and the books were almost 

as ubiquitous as the prostitutes they advertised. They were reasonably priced, at two 

shillings and sixpence, suggesting that they were intended for perusal by men of the 

middle classes. The book's publication ended in 1795 when the publisher James 

Roach was 'brought up on libel charges by the Proclamation Society', here, as with 

many other areas of life, the Evangelical reform movement, with Bowdler as a 

member, was making itself felt. Even before the publisher was charged and the 

book reached the end of its incredibly lengthy life, the contents of the List had 

begun to change. By 1793, 'a tacit and occasionally explicit acknowledgement of

56 Roy Porter, 'Mixed Feelings: the Enlightenmen and sexuality in eighteenth-century Britain' in 
Sexuality in Eighteenth-Century Britain, ed. by Paul Bouce (Manchester: Manchester University 
Press, 1982), pp. 1-27 (p.9).
57 The Journals of James Boswell, p. 26
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the shamefulness of prostitution appears'. 58 As well as this acknowledgement of 

shame, the prostitutes began to be described in terms of their virtues, and not their 

sexual prowess. As a description of Miss Davis reads 'she is seldom guilty of those 

vices which we so frequently censured, and which defile the sex more than any 

other; we mean drinking and swearing.' Another entry insists that 'some of the 

finest women in England are those, who go under the denomination of ladies of easy 

virtue.' 59 These women may not be chaste, but, the List attempts to say, if it were 

not for that they would be paragons of virtue. It is clear from these entries that the 

public's tastes and expectation of women, even prostitutes, were changing and that 

even pornographic literature had to adapt. These women now had to fit a moral 

model which was founded upon, though not completely dictated by, Evangelical 

principles. If readers of pornographic material were becoming more censorious, 

then the everyday reader must have been equally demanding. The Family 

Shakespeare, which was expurgated only twelve years after Harris's List stopped 

being published, answered the censorious compulsions of those in need of more 

subdued, religious and moral literature which could be comfortably read aloud in the 

middle class domestic haven.

However, prostitutes remained ubiquitous in London even in the last years of the 

eighteenth century. In 1795, William Blake's friend noted in his diary that he had 

'met 300 whores in the Strand' and in the same year the Times of London 

complained that 'the streets should be every night infested by a number of

58 Elizabeth Campbell Denlinger, The Garment and the Man: The Masculine Desire in Harris's List
ofCovent Garden Ladies, 1764-1793', Journal of the History of Sexuality, 11, (2002), 357-394, (p.
385).
59 Harris's List, 27 (1793), pp. 8-9.
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impudent, though unfortunate women, who not only assail the ears of the passenger 

with the most blasphemous and obscene language, but even go to the length of 

assaulting their persons.' 60 Elizabeth Campbell Denlinger believes that the language 

of this article belongs more to the Victorian age than to the eighteenth century but, 

while it is certainly true that many people were continuing to drink, swear and visit 

prostitutes there was also a growing opposition from religious groups as well as 

those with a heightened sense of morality to this kind of behaviour. This is evident 

in the growth of Evangelical Christianity, the rise of the reform societies and the 

increasing importance being placed on middle-class domesticity and the security of 

the family. The diatribe in the Times of London belongs as much to these social 

movements as it does to the Victorianism of the future century. Victoria was not yet 

on the throne, or indeed was not yet born, but the seriousness and repression that 

came to epitomize her reign was developing even amidst the most decadent social 

sentiment.

The decadence of the eighteenth century was reinforced by the freedom of 

prostitutes to conduct their business, despite its illegality. In addition to this, 

adultery was common and was often tolerated by wives of cheating husbands. This 

tolerance was extended to the mistresses of these men, even when they became 

pregnant; 'no one is shocked,' wrote Lady Wortley Montagu, 'to hear that Miss so- 

and-so Maid of Honour, has got nicely over her confinement.'61 There is plenty of 

evidence that men were happy to admit to their sexual dalliances and even to own 

up to the paternity of illegitimate children. At Devonshire house in the 1790s, the

60 Denlinger, p. 361;p. 390.
61 In G. Rattray Taylor, The Angel Makers: A Study in the Psychological Origins of Historical 
Change. 1750-1850 (London: Seeker and Warbury, 1973), p. 55
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Duke and Duchess shared a menage a trois with the Duchess's close friend, Lady 

Elizabeth Foster and brought the illegitimate children up alongside the Duchess's. 

Of course, this type of behaviour was not accepted by all sections of society and 

while many were flaunting their sexuality others were denouncing the nation's 

sexual and moral corruption. According to William Wilberforce, Christ had 

condemned adultery '"more particularly" than any other sin'. He believed it was a 

national problem 'of much more importance than any question about peace or war' 

and he had considered trying to make adultery a criminal offence. Other members 

of the Vice society had even stronger views; John Bowdler, for instance, wanted to 

make adultery not only a criminal, but a capital offence.62 John Bowdler's views on 

adultery may have been extreme but it is certain that his brother, Thomas, 

disapproved of adultery wholeheartedly. His expurgations of the word 'cuckold', as 

well as the removal of vulgar descriptions of adultery demonstrate his, as well as his 

intended audience's, distaste for this form of sexual activity.

The sexual freedoms that so many Evangelicals were opposed to were often 

reserved for upper-class men. The sexual lives of the masses were far more 

constrained. They were limited by 'suspicious and guilt-ridden' ideas about the 

human body and were often convinced that sensuality was associated with the Fall 

and with sin. The punishments for these sins were visible, often painful and 

financially constricting; being embodied in venereal disease and illegitimate 

children. Yet, despite this the masses continued to fornicate and even though in this

62 Michael Mason, The Making of Victorian Sexual Attitudes (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
1994), p. 74.
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passage John Wesley is really castigating the aristocracy for not setting the right 

example, he makes it clear that men in all walks of life are unchaste:

Where is male chastity to be found? Among the nobility, among the 
gentry, among the tradesmen, or among the common people of 
England? How few can lay claim to it at all? How few desire so 
much as the reputation of it! How numerous are they now even 
among such as are accounted men of honour and probity who are fed 
as horses, every one neighing after his neighbours wife.63

Despite its criticism of all men, it is clear that Wesley is mainly reprimanding those 

in the upper-classes whose morals were somewhat questionable. He is also 

criticizing a society which allows men who fornicate to be counted among the men 

of honour and who can remain as role models to the common people. He was not 

alone in seeing the sexual mores of the aristocracy as the root of all illicit sexual 

deeds and as the corrupting influence of the nation. Daniel Defoe and Samuel 

Richardson also portrayed 'sexual promiscuity as one of those aristocratic excesses 

that threatened middle-class virtue and domestic security.' 64 The sexual state of the 

nation could be seen as a direct threat to two of the pillars of the Evangelical 

household and, as such, Britain's sexual depravation had to be reformed or at the 

very least suppressed.

The Evangelicals, and later the general populace, extolled sexual self-control, 

verbal prudery and supported an end to the double standard of sexual morality, in 

order to safeguard the purity of men.65 Evangelicals believed that men's chastity 

was as important as women's and 'female chastity' became 'the archetype for

63 The Autobiography of Francis Place 1771-1854, ed. by Mary Thale (London: Cambridge 
University Press, 1972), p. 71.
64 Nancy F. Cott, 'Passionless: An Interpretation of Victorian Sexual Ideology, 1790-1850', Signs, 4 
(1978), 219-236 (p.223). 
65 Cott, p. 223.
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human morality.' As part of this safeguarding of virtue, access to information about 

sex was restricted and bawdy or obscene literature was suppressed and censored. In 

the books about sex which were permitted to be published the importance of 

keeping women innocent in order to safeguard their virtue is emphasized. In one 

marriage manual's discussion of the evils of masturbation the author contends girls 

only start masturbating because they are encouraged to do it by a more precocious 

or older friend and he denies that the practice stems from any 'carnal desire' [his 

italics]. If this belief was widespread then the need to keep girls from the 

knowledge of masturbation and from any other sexual activity must have been 

keenly felt. If they did not read about it, and their friends did not know about it, 

women would never have the desire to do it. Thus, for nineteenth century parents, it 

must have seemed wise to protect their daughters from any form of sexual 

knowledge whatsoever. The author supports this course of action when he says that 

if women are 'shut out from the world before their carnal passions are excited...! 

can readily believe that their carnal affections would never become sufficiently 

strong to lead to ungovernable or debilitating longings' [his italics]. 66 Keeping 

women 'shut out from the world' was partly accomplished through the development 

of the domestic havens already discussed in this chapter. By containing women in 

families and the home 'the dangerous parts of herself, associated with her sexuality, 

could be suppressed.67 Women could also be protected from themselves by being 

denied any knowledge of the world, or of worldly pleasures. Since even the 

allusions and double entendres of Shakespeare's plays may have been enough to

66 Jean Dubois, Marriage, Physiologically Discussed, trans. by W.M. Greenfield (New York: The 
Bookseller, 1839), p. 26 Facs. repr. in Sex for the Common Man: Nineteenth Century Marriage 
Manuals (New York: Arno, 1974)
67 Davidoff and Hall, p. 114.
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excite 'carnal affections', promote moral degeneracy and open the world up to 

women, it is not surprising that the Bowdlers expurgated his work or that these 

expurgations found such a large audience.

This atmosphere of disapproval and ignorance fostered the market for The 

Family Shakespeare and helped it to achieve success. The first edition in 1807 may 

have been slightly too prudish for the times but the 1818 edition, which this project 

is chiefly concerned with, and which included far more of the plays, would have 

appealed to the growing Evangelical market, as well as many others who were 

beginning to believe that the Enlightenment's sexual mores needed to be forgotten. 

The combination of Evangelical Christianity and middle-class domesticity had 

created a cultural marketplace where the Bowdlers' literary productions would be 

greatly sought after. The Family Shakespeare appealed to a new kind of family 

where children and women's innocence had to be protected and shielded from the 

public arenas; religion and morality were of the utmost importance and open 

discussions about sex, death and bodily functions would have been severely 

disapproved of. The question then remains, how did the Bowdlers make their text 

'fit' for this new domestic haven and were their efforts entirely successful? The 

next chapter will detail some of the cuts that the Bowdlers made in The Family 

Shakespeare and attempt to explain why these particular words and lines may have 

been cut; as well as considering any discrepancies that occur and highlighting any 

patterns.
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'HERE THE WELL BELOVED BOWDLER STABBED': THE BOWDLER'S 

EXPURGATION OF SHAKESPEARE

Henrietta Bowdler's edition of The Family Shakespeare entered the literary 

marketplace at a turning point for English prudery. While the Society for the 

Suppression of Vice had been campaigning for years to remove obscenity from the 

popular literature, they had met with limited success. However, with the ideals of 

the Enlightenment beginning to fade, fear of revolution abroad and Evangelicalism 

in its ascendancy, the time was ripe for literary prudery to begin. 1 There was 

evident demand for an expurgated Shakespeare, particularly one suited to reading in 

the middle class family circle, as well as mixed society, and for using as an 

educational tool for children, particularly girls. The intentions of Thomas's Family 

Shakespeare are clearly aligned with these demands. He has excluded from the 

edition 'whatever is unfit to be read aloud by a gentleman to a company of ladies' 

and his object within the text is to enable this gentleman to read 'without incurring 

the danger of falling unawares among words and expressions which are of such a 

nature as to raise a blush on the cheek of modesty.' 2 The language Thomas uses is 

telling, it is not simply an embarrassment to stumble across some of Shakespeare's 

bawdy but actually a 'danger'. This fear of indecency is reiterated in his 'Preface to 

the Fourth edition' in which he ventures 'to assure the parents and guardians of 

youth, that they may read the FAMILY SHAKESPEARE aloud in mixed 

society.. .sans peur et sans reproche.'

' Eric Trudgill, Madonnas and Magdalens: The Original Developments of Victorian Sexual Attitudes 
(London: Heinemann, 1976), pp. 211-2.
: The Family Shakespeare, 4th edn, p. viii. 
3 Bowdler, 4th edn. p. v.
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Thomas is keen to reassure readers about the omissions he has made. He expresses 

confidence that they will not 'regret the loss of words that have been omitted' and 

reminds them that 'except in one, or at most two instances, the plays of our author 

are never presented to the public without being corrected.'4 Despite his seeming 

confidence in the project, Thomas takes great pains to repeat his reassurances 

throughout the preface, creating a sense of anxiety about the legitimacy of removing 

anything from Shakespeare. This chapter will examine those 'words and 

expressions' which the Bowdlers believed could no longer have a place within 

Shakespeare's work and which appear to have created such social angst and 

embarrassment for the pair. Each cut will be examined in relation to the other 

expurgations that the Bowdlers made and are grouped into three areas, expurgation 

of sexual language and obscenity, expurgation of profanity and religion and 

expurgation of the human body. This chapter will also discuss any discrepancies 

which occur within The Family Shakespeare. As the expurgations are extensive, 

not all can be discussed in this chapter. For full details of all the cuts the Bowdlers 

made refer to the appendix of this project, where they are listed, including line 

references to The Oxford Shakespeare: The Complete Works (second edition.) 

When expurgations are referred to in this chapter they will be signified by (A2, 6). 

This means it is the sixth cut (6) in the second play of the appendix (A2); the plays 

are arranged in alphabetical order so, in this example the play referred to is Antony 

and Cleopatra.

4 Bowdler, 4th edn., p. v.
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Sexual Language and Obscenity

Shakespeare's bawdy and sexual language is consistently and, in most cases, 

thoroughly expunged from The Family Shakespeare. As an edition designed for 

children and women and edited by an Evangelical Christian this does not come as a 

surprise. However, a detailed analysis of what is cut and what is allowed to remain 

provides interesting, and sometimes unexpected results.

The act of sex, whether stated explicitly of implied through the use of metaphor, 

double entendre or allusion is systematically removed from The Family 

Shakespeare. This has the effect of greatly reducing the lines of characters who are 

known for their bawdy, such as the Nurse in Romeo and Juliet. She is no longer 

allowed to tell her interminable anecdote of Juliet's fall as a young girl, which has 

the effect of rendering Lady Capulet's interjections unnecessary. She no longer 

needs to tell the Nurse to 'hold thy peace' as the Nurse is not rambling about Juliet's 

childhood. However, since Bowdler was determined not to remove anything which 

did not cause 'a blush on the cheek of modesty' the line remains yet the comedy is 

lost and the scene makes less sense (A28, 7).

The expurgation of Romeo and Juliet seems thorough, the Nurse is no longer 

allowed to tell Juliet to 'seek happy nights to happy days' and when Juliet is waiting 

anxiously for Romeo to arrive on their wedding night, she no longer wishes with 

such ardour to learn 'how to lose a winning match' (A28, 9; 33). A young girl, 

waiting for her husband with such eagerness is clearly considered indelicate by
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Bowdler, particularly when what she is anticipating is 'true love acted.' 5 When she 

desires the physical consummation of her marriage, Juliet is far from encapsulating 

the ideal of nineteenth-century timidity and femininity and though her speech is 

mild allusion only, it is expurgated fully.

Shakespeare's bawdy is not always so subtle, though it is frequently expressed in 

metaphorical terms. Often it is the use of metaphorical terms which enables 

Shakespeare to express, sometimes in a grotesque fashion, the full nature of the 

sexual act. In A Winter's Tale, for example, when Leontes considers the cuckold 

who 'little thinks...[his wife] has been sluic'd in his absence/And his pond fish'd by 

his next neighbour.'6 This is removed from The Family Shakespeare and instead, 

the line reads 'that little thinks she's false' (A36, 2). Where Shakespeare has 

chosen to take advantage of the power of metaphor to express the full strength of 

Leontes's anger and paranoia, Bowdler has substituted the word 'false' which 

immediately decreases the reader's sense of Leontes's bitterness.

The use of metaphor to express sex as a violent, unruly passion is used 

extensively in Othello. Here, sex is often connected with animalistic primal urges, 

and through the use of sheep in lago's first discovery of Desdemona and Othello's 

sexual actions, intimates lago's disgust of them, if not as people, at least as lovers: 

"Even now, very now, an old black ram/Is tupping your white ewe.' 7 Once again, 

this is cut from The Family Shakespeare, and, as in Romeo and Juliet, the loss of 

these lines is detrimental to the sense of the scene (A25, 3). When lago tells

- Ill, 2, 16. 
"I, ii, 195. 
7 1, i, 88.
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Brabanzio that he is 'robb'd', the reader of The Family Shakespeare does not 

immediately find out of what. Instead Brabanzio is hurried out of bed by lago for 

no apparent reason.

While Bowdler is seemingly thorough in his expurgation of references to sexual 

acts, there are several which he allows to remain. One metaphor which recurs 

several times throughout Shakespeare's work and which Bowdler treats in varying 

ways is that of picking locks. In Cymbeline lachimo equates seducing Imogen with 

picking a lock and taking 'the treasure of her honour.' 8 Picking a lock has obvious 

penetrative connotations and combined with the idea of a woman's chastity as her 

treasure the metaphor presents a violent and masculine image of rape as thievery of 

the commodified woman's innocence. In his Cymbeline, Bowdler removes the 

image and replaces it with the word 'prevail'd' and the 'treasure' metaphor is 

weakened by the absent lock-picking (A6, 15). In other plays, however, Bowdler 

does not appear to recognize the lock-picking trope, or chooses to ignore it. One 

such instance is found in Measure for Measure. This play presented Bowdler with 

his biggest challenge as an expurgator. He felt that it was almost impossible to free 

the play from 'those defaults which are inseparably connected with the story' 9 and 

he did not print his own expurgated version until the third edition of The Family 

Shakespeare in 1820. 10 In his 'Preface to the Fourth Edition', Bowdler professed 

that he was immensely proud of his efforts in excising the offensive passages from 

the play, and admitted that he would be happy if his audience were to judge the

8 II, ii,41.
9 The Family Shakespeare, II, 3.
10 Andrew Murphy, Shakespeare in Print: A History and Chronology of Shakespeare Publishing 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), p. 351.
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merit of the whole edition on that one play. 11 However, despite his confidence in 

his work, Bowdler has not omitted all of the bawdy.

One of the lines which is not removed makes use of the lock-picking metaphor: 

'we take him [Pompey] to be a thief too, sir; for we have found upon him, sir, a 

strange picklock, which we have sent to the deputy'. 12 Pompey is a pimp and the 

'strange picklock' is a dildo; yet Bowdler allows the line to remain. Possibly he did 

not understand the allusion, particularly as it refers to a sexual practice which was 

considered sinful and unnatural; '"a habit too polluting to be named...a crime 

committed in secret and alone'". 13 The author of this condemnation of masturbation 

would most likely have been warning men away from this 'crime'. It is unlikely 

that they were aiming this warning at both sexes, since, despite its condemnation in 

marriage manuals, many people, men in particular, did not believe that women 

could feel sexual pleasure or that they masturbated. For women, the act of sex was 

seen as a '"necessary ordeal'" 14 . Therefore, it is possible that the idea of an 

instrument designed for that purpose may have been totally alien to Bowdler. If it 

was not, he may have believed his audience would not understand the allusion. 

Interestingly, this line does not appear in the 1818 edition of The Family 

Shakespeare, in which Bowdler reprinted, without alteration, John Philip Kemble's 

acting version of 1815. 15 Here, Kemble removes not only the reference to the 

'picklock' but also any intimation that Pompey is a thief. Instead his crime is that

11 TFS 5th edn., p. vi.
12 III, i, 283.
13 Anon., The Secret Sin and its Consequences (1858), p. 9 as cited in Trudgill, p. 52.
14 Dora Langlois, The Child: Its origin and Development. (1896), p. 27 as cited in Trudgill, p. 61.
15 Shakespeare's Measure for Measure: A Comedy: Revised by J. P. Kemble And now published as it 
is performed at the Theatres Royal, ed. by J.P. Kemble (London: John Miller, 1815).
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he 'keepeth a naughty house.' 16 Bowdler may have restored the lines when he 

expurgated Measure for himself because he felt that this line was a more blatant 

admission of Pompey's sinful employment than the more subtle sexual allusions of 

Elbow.

One, more ambiguous allusion which Bowdler allows to remain occurs in Henry 

V. Its meaning is debatable but in some modern editions it is accepted as having 

sexual connotations. When Henry warns the men of Harfleur to expect 'The blind 

and bloody soldier with foul hand' to 'defile the locks of your shrill-shrieking 

daughters', 17 he may simply mean that they will be dragged off by the hair. Some 

modern editions give only this meaning in their footnotes and Gordon Williams 

does not include 'lock' in his dictionary of sexual language, although the 'key and 

lock' imagery is taken account of. 18 The examples of this which Williams provides 

are: 'Virginity is paradise, lockt up...And twas decreed that man should keepe the 

key' and 'A woman that will be drunk, will eas'ly play the Punck; For when her 

wits are sunk all keyes will fit her trunk.' 19 From the evidence of these examples it 

is possible to conclude that without the corroborating 'key' image, 'lock' remains 

desexualized. However, Shakespeare's words are often ambiguous in meaning and 

it is not difficult to imagine invading soldiers dragging girls off, not simply with the 

intention of defiling their hair but also defiling their virginity. Shakespeare could 

have chosen different words to express the act of dragging a girl by the hair, but he

16 Kemble, p. 38; Bowdler, p. 39. 
17 III, iii, 117-8.
18 King Henry V, ed. by T.W. Craik. The Arden Shakespeare (London: Routledge, 1995), p. 218n35; 
Gordon Williams, A Dictionary of Sexual Language and Imagery in Shakespearean and Stuart 

Literature, 3 vols (London: Athlone, 1994), II, 759.
19 Thomas Middleton, The Revenger's Tragedy (1606-7, repr. 1998).
<http://www.tech.org/~cleary/reven.html> [accessed 5 April 2006] (II.i.176); Roxburghe, Cuckold's 

Haven, cited in Williams, II, 759.
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chose 'defile' and 'locks', both of which carry the weight of double meanings. In 

the Oxford Shakespeare edition of Henry V, Gary Taylor takes note of these: 'Defile 

the locks literally, "dirty with gore and filth the tresses." But defile - commonly 

used for "dishonour, deflower, rape" suggests that more than tresses are being 

dirtied. Locks are also used to keep treasured objects safe' [his italics].20 He 

continues by noting that women are often said to 'lock up' their virginity but he 

does not comment on the use of 'lock' as a symbol for the vagina.

Whether 'lock" signifies the protection of chastity or the more physical sexual 

organs, the line 'defile the locks of your shrill-shrieking daughters' has sexual 

connotations. That Bowdler chose to include it in The Family Shakespeare 

demonstrates a lack of understanding that an important part of Shakespeare's art is 

his ability to manipulate the English language and to take advantage of its 

ambiguous semantics and opportunities for double meanings. It is possible that he 

may have understood the double meaning and chosen to ignore it. Or, equally 

possibly, that he felt rape was not something which needed to be removed, as his 

treatment of the rape of Lavinia - discussed in further detail later in the chapter - 

seems to demonstrate.

Where bawdy meanings are ambiguous, Bowdler often leaves them intact. In 2 

Henry IVthe following lines are allowed to remain:

Host. I pray ye, since my exion is entered and my case so openly 
known to the world, let him be brought in to his answer. A hundred 
mark is a long loan for a poor lone woman to bear: and I have borne, 
and borne, and borne; and have been fobbed off and fobbed off, and

20 William Shakespeare, Henry V, ed. by Gary Taylor, The Oxford Shakespeare (Oxford: Clarendon 
Press, 1982), p. 174n.ll5.
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ftibbed off, from this day to that day...There is no honesty in such 
dealing; unless a woman should be made an ass, and a beast, to bear 
every knave's wrong.21

While Mistress Quickly may be simply talking about repayment of old debts, it 

is possible to see sexual connotations in her language, as there is elsewhere. There 

is always a danger, as Stanley Wells has noted22 , with falling into the trap that the 

Bowdlers themselves were accused of; that of the "nicest person having the nastiest 

ideas.' 23 However, Gordon Williams cites 'case' as a word for vagina in A Glossary 

of Shakespeare's Sexual Language, though it is important to remember that a 'case' 

which is a receptacle is different from a 'case' in the legal sense. Despite these 

ambiguities the language still has sexual connotations. These are enhanced by the 

word 'bear' which, as Williams notes, has sexual significance.24 Bowdler himself 

removes the word 'bear' on other occasions, for example, when Petruccio tells Kate 

'women are made to bear and so are you' (A29, 10) or when the Nurse tells Juliet 

that she 'shall bear the burden soon at night' (A28, 28).

It is possible, though it seems unlikely, considering the other cuts mentioned, 

that Bowdler did not understand the implications of Mistress Quickly's burdens, her 

entered 'exion' or open 'case'. It is more likely that since the sexual nature of 

Mistress Quickly's language is shrouded in legal terms, Bowdler felt that it did not 

need to be removed. Indeed, his intended audience of children and women, whose 

knowledge of the world may have been very limited, would probably not have 

understood this more subtle level of bawdy.

21 The Family Shakespeare, 2nd edn., V, 217.
22 Looking for Sex in Shakespeare (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004), p 5.
23 Monthly Review, 1820, p. 433 as cited in Perrin, Legacy, p. 83.
24 A Glossary of Shakespeare's Sexual Language (London: Athlone, 1997), p. 54
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Despite this, some sexual references seem so blatant that it is a great surprise to 

find them still intact in Bowdler's edition. In Cymbeline, for example, Cloten's 

unmistakeable instructions to the musicians to 'penetrate' Imogen with their 

'fingering' are allowed to remain. However, as a reference to a sexual act outside 

the bounds of sexual intercourse, it is possible that Bowdler felt that the sense of the 

line could never be construed to be anything other than innocent. In As You Like It 

a more obvious reference to heterosexual, penetrative intercourse is permitted when 

Touchstone remarks; 'truly, to cast away honesty upon a foul slut, were to put good 

meat into an unclean dish'. 25 However, the much less explicit line, 'Come Sweet 

Audrey/We must be married, or we must live in bawdry' is cut (A3, 13). It seems 

that references to extra-marital sex are much more offensive to Bowdler than the 

condemnation of a woman with loose sexual morals. What is most odd about the 

decision to allow Touchstone's 'foul slut' line to remain is the graphic imagery 

which Shakespeare has used to describe the sexual organs. It is particularly 

surprising when compared with other omissions which Bowdler has made 

throughout The Family Shakespeare and when Bowdler's own opinion of 

Shakespeare's presentation of the sexual organs seems remarkably Puritanical.

Bowdler edited The Family Shakespeare at a time when the knowledge of sexual 

practice and the organs which enabled this to occur was limited amongst children 

and women. The Enlightenment may have prided itself on its sexual freedoms but 

unsurprisingly this freedom was not available to women.26 Thus, although sex was

25 The Family Shakespeare, 2nd edn, 'Cymbeline', IX, 33; 'As You Like It', III, 134
26 Roy Porter, 'Mixed Feelings: the Enlightenment and sexuality in eighteenth-century Britain' in 
Sexuality in Eighteenth-Century Britain, ed. by Paul Bouce (Manchester: Manchester University 
Press, 1982), pp. l-27,(p.7).
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more public and pornography was rife in both written and printed form, access to 

this was restricted and ignorance of sexual matters was incredibly common, even 

amongst women, and some men, of marrying age.27 It is not surprising then, that 

when publishing an expurgated edition intended for family reading, the Bowdlers 

would remove reference to the sexual organs, and their function as much as 

possible.

Bowdler's disapproval of Shakespeare's presentation of the sexual organs is 

evident in his vehement response to a review article in the British Critic. Here, 

Bowdler questions the merits of the reviewer's comment that Shakespeare 

'is...precisely that one [poet] of whom we can least afford to lose one original iota' 

[his italics].28 Bowdler accuses the reviewer of ignorance about the true nature of 

Shakespeare's plays, offering as an explanation that 'his acquaintance with them is 

derived from the theatre' and he suggests that if the reviewer attempted to read 

unadulterated Shakespeare 'aloud in a company of virtuous women, he would be (or 

he would deserve to be) immediately ordered to quit the apartment.' 29 The 

examples which Bowdler uses to support his claim that the reviewer will be evicted 

from virtuous company both involve discussion of sexual organs. The first is 

Hamlet's 'country matters' allusion. 30 In his Letter, Bowdler challenges the 

reviewer to 'lay his hand on his heart, and declare, whether he believes that Hamlet 

in that speech alludes to rural occupations, to the concerns of his native land, or to

21 Trudgill, pp. 49-64.
28 British Critic, (April 1822), 372-373 as cited in Thomas Bowdler, A Letter to the Editor of the
British Critic (London: Longman et al, 1823), p. 8.
:g Letter to the British Critic, pp. 14-15.
30 3, ii, 110.
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what is not to be named?' 31 While this does appear to be a sinister description of 

the vagina and seems to display some Freudian anxieties about female genitalia, it is 

important to realize that Bowdler also objects to the particular words that 

Shakespeare is using. 'Country' is used because of the first syllable. Even 

Chaucer, whose bawdy is at least as strong as Shakespeare's, softened "cunt' to 

'queynte' j2 and it is important to note that 'cunt' is still considered be a taboo word 

today, classified as such in the OED, it is rarely heard on television, written in 

newspapers, or, in fact, spoken aloud.

Thus, while the reviewer's belief that we cannot lose one 'iota' of Shakespeare's 

work is entirely valid, from Bowdler's point of view the British Critic has lost the 

argument. This raises an interesting clash of morals for the modern reader of 

Bowdler's work. While many of his expurgations can be classed as prudish and 

unnecessary, is it really possible to condemn a decision to remove what is, to all 

intents and purposes, the word 'cunt' from a book intended for the use of families? 

This conundrum leads to another interesting discrepancy in The Family 

Shakespeare. The word 'cunt' does appear within the edition, though disguised, in 

Twelfth Night.33 In this instance, it is not possible to speculate that Bowdler did not 

understand the allusion to female genitalia. If his innocent mind was in any doubt, 

Blackstone notes in the edition from which Bowdler expurgated: 'I am afraid some 

very coarse and vulgar appellations are meant to be alluded to by these capital

31 Letter to the British Critic, p. 16.
32 The Miller's Tale, 1. 168 in Benson, Larry D., ed., The Riverside Chaucer, 3 rd edn (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1987).
33 The Family Shakespeare, 2nd edn, I, 272.
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letters.'34 Here, at least, Bowdler must have believed that the allusion was too 

obscure for the innocent ear to understand and that the audience would be left 

wondering, like Sir Andrew: 'her C's, her U's and her T's? why that?' 35

Another interesting discrepancy occurs in The Family Shakespeare surrounding 

the use of 'ring' as a synonym for vagina. In the 1807 edition, Henrietta did not 

remove Gratiano's final lines from The Merchant of Venice. Indeed, the last two 

lines of his speech were all she allowed to remain, as the description of 'counching 

with the doctor's clerk' was clearly too indecent to read.36 Thomas, however, 

evidently understood the significance of'keeping safe Nerissa's ring' and removed 

Gratiano's last speech in its entirety, so that the play ends with Portia's 'farewell' 

(A21, 44). However, while this use of 'ring' is removed by Bowdler others are 

allowed to remain, in particular, the Courtesan's ring in Comedy of Errors. 

Certainly, it is more important that the Courtesan be allowed to use the word 'ring' 

within the context of the play as she must have a reason for chasing both of the 

Antipholi and Dromios. However, the sexual undertones of 'took perforce my ring 

away' and 'took away my ring' are unmistakeable. 37 Gordon Williams cites 'ring' 

as a euphemism for vagina and draws on Comedy of Errors as an example of its 

usage. 38 Once again, it seems that Bowdler has decided that the sexual reference is 

too subtle and that leaving 'ring' in this context will not damage the innocence or 

offend the ears of his readers. A final example, which is less ambiguous than

34 The Plays of William Shakespeare in twenty-one volumes with corrections and illustrations, ed. by

Isaac Reed and others, 6th edn, 21 vols (London: J. Nichols and Son, 1813), V, 327n.6.

35 II, v, 88.
 TFS, 1807 edn., I, 338.
37 The Family Shakespeare, 2nd edn., IV, 142; 148
38 Williams, Glossary, p. 260.
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Comedy occurs in As You Like It, when Jaques asks 'have you not been acquainted 

with goldsmiths' wives, and conn'd them out of rings?' Once again Bowdler allows 

this to remain and so it must be assumed that he felt his readers would not 

understand this more blatant sexual reference either.39

Other, more subtle references to the vagina are also allowed to remain. One 

particularly notable one is the Nurse's line in Romeo and Juliet when she asks 

Romeo why he falls 'into so deep an O'.40 While it is possible to debate whether 

the Nurse intends any innuendo here, it is difficult not to come to the conclusion 

that she does. Her character throughout the play demonstrates that she delights in 

bawdy language and coupled with the preceding lines: 'stand up, stand up, stand an 

you be a man/For Juliet's sake, for her sake, rise and stand', it seems a sensible 

conclusion that 'O' is sexual. Williams classes 'O', 'rise' and 'stand' as sexual 

language in his Glossary41 and Bowdler appears to recognize this elsewhere, though 

he ignores it here. Earlier in the play Mercutio uses the same imagery as the Nurse, 

but unlike her, he is silenced. The beginning of his speech is less subtle than the 

Nurse's, as his words begin at Rosalind's foot and find their way up her leg to the 

"demesnes that there adjacent lie'. However, it is the use of the words 'circle' and 

'raise' which are more clearly echoed in the Nurse's later speech. These lines are 

more explicit than the Nurse's and include a far more graphic image of sexual 

intercourse and climax. 42 However, it is the lines which follow that fully exploit the

39 The Family Shakespeare, 2nd edn., Ill, 129. 
40 The Family Shakespeare, 2nd edn., X, 64 
41 p. 221, p. 261, p. 289. 
42 11. 23-29.
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use of O' as sexual language and which have proved two of the most controversial 

lines in Shakespeare's work.

These lines are; 'O Romeo, that she were, O that she were/An open-arse and 

thou a popp'rin' pear'.43 There is, for one of prudish sensibilities, a great deal to 

object to in these lines. The 'O' can be seen as an allusion to the vagina, or the 

anus, and it also evokes the sounds of pleasure expressed during an orgasm. The 

dysphemistic use of'open-arse' is incredibly graphic, whilst 'popp'rin" sounds like 

'pop her in.' Aside from the vividness of the image, is the content. Anal sex may, 

like Cloten's 'fingering' have exceeded the bounds of expected and therefore 

recognisable sex but as an act of sodomy, it would have been viewed as sinful and 

grotesque, and hence excised from Bowdler's edition (A28, 13-14). It is worth 

noting here that the phrase 'open-arse' is a modern-day interpretation 'from the 

"open, or" of Q2 and "open Et Caetera" of Ql' but, as Stanley Wells notes, 'the 

import of the passage is clear enough without' arse being stated explicitly.44 

Certainly, generations of Shakespeare editors believed the lines to have been 

obscene and many omitted them entirely from the play. 45

In Reed's variorum edition, from which The Family Shakespeare is sourced, 

Steevens chooses to include these lines, although they are relegated to the footnotes. 

He informs the reader that two verses have been removed from the play and cites as 

his justification that they contain 'such ribaldry, that I cannot venture to insert 

them'. Yet, he chooses to allow them into public view in the footnotes to prove that

43 1.5.37.
44 Wells, p. 17.
45 Wells, p. 17.
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previous editors who had removed them completely knew 'how to blot'.46 The 

excision of these lines continued throughout the nineteenth century and beyond. 

Charles Knight removed the lines from his edition, published between 1838 and 

1841, but included a detailed footnote in which he attempted to justify the 

expurgation:

There are two lines here omitted in the text of Steeven's edition, 
which Malone has restored to the text. The lines are gross but the 
grossness is obscure, and if it were understood could scarcely be 
called corrupting...Pope rejected these lines - Pope who, in the 
"Rape of the Lock," has introduced one couplet, at least, that would 
have disgraced the age of Elizabeth. We do not print the two lines of 
Shakespeare, for they can only interest the verbal critic. But we 
distinctly record their omission.47

Evident in Knight's note is a sense of uneasiness about removing anything from 

Shakespeare's work. However, it seems, Victorian prudery has triumphed over the 

accurate editor and Knight cannot even bring himself to cite the lines, as Steevens 

does, at the bottom of the page. By recording their omission, Knight distances 

himself from thoroughgoing expurgators like Bowdler but still Bowdlerizes in truly 

Victorian style.

Mercutio's two lines remained controversial well into the twentieth century and 

it was not until 1954, in Richard Hosley's New Yale edition, that the line was 

printed as 'open-arse', though the theory that this was the meaning of 'open et 

caetera' was expounded some fifty years earlier in Farmer and Henley's Slang and 

its Analogues. Today the play still causes problems, especially in America and

46Reed, ed., XX, 80n.2.
47 The Plays of Shakespeare with notes by Charles Knight, ed. by Charles Knight, 6 vols. (London:
Virtue, 1838-1841), IV, 134n.5.
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particularly in American schools.48 In this instance, Bowdler joins a long line of 

editors, stretching forwards as well as backwards in time, all of whom believe that 

some parts of Shakespeare, at least, are never fit for modest ears.

In the majority of cases, though, Bowdler's censoring is much more rigorous 

than other editors. Returning, once again to Bowdler's Letter to the British Critic 

the reader finds Bowdler's second example of Shakespeare's obscenity. Like 

Hamlet's 'country matters' it again refers to sexual organs, this time the penis. The 

lines from which Bowdler's objection arises are: 'He that sweetest rose will 

find/Must find love's prick and Rosalind.' In the second edition of The Family 

Shakespeare it reads instead; 'must find love's thorn in Rosalind' (A3, 8). By 

changing a single word, Bowdler does succeed in reducing the innuendo but in turn 

he reduces the comic effect of Touchstone's lines. Interestingly, Bowdler chooses 

to remove only the word 'prick' rather than removing the whole line. While it may 

not be totally plausible, it is still possible to see sexual innuendo in the term 'love's 

thorn', as the context of the lines surrounding it permits. However, since 'prick' is 

the only blatant reference within the two lines, and Bowdler is editing with 

unworldly women and innocent children in mind, it is likely that such mild allusions 

would pass by unnoticed. Indeed, the line in its original form certainly passed 

Henrietta by, as she allowed it to remain in the 1807 edition. Other instances of 

'prick' are also removed from The Family Shakespeare, including several from 

Romeo and Juliet. In Bowdler's version Tybalt no longer fights as Romeo sings

48 James R. Andreas Sr., 'Teaching Shakespeare's Bawdry: Orality, Literacy and Censorship in 
Romeo and Juliet.' In Approaches to Teaching Shakespeare's 'Romeo and Juliet', ed. by Maurice 
Hunt (New York: The Modern Language Association of America, 2000), pp. 115-24. Repr. in 
Shakespearean Criticism, 76 ed. by Michael L. LaBlanc (Detroit: Gale, 2003), 79-85 (p. 83).
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'prick song' and the no-longer-bawdy 'hand of the dial' is now upon 'the point of 

noon'(A28, 16; 20).

At other times, Bowdler cannot simply change one word in order to render a line 

decent. An example of this is in Merchant, when Gratiano vows to 'mar the young 

clerk's pen.' Here, changing 'pen' would make the line nonsensical and thus, 

would more obviously signal an expurgation. Instead, Bowdler removes the line 

entirely so that Gratiano only says 'let me not take him then' (A21; 42). However, 

as he has removed all previous reference to the clerk being in Nerissa's bed with full 

access to her body, this line does not particularly make sense and seems redundant. 

Henrietta recognized this and removed all of Gratiano's lines here.49 Thomas, who 

was more concerned with leaving Shakespeare as whole as possible, reinserted the 

line though it was no longer necessary. While this demonstrates a concern for 

authenticity it also shows that expurgation can be detrimental to sense.

There are numerous occasions throughout Shakespeare's work when sexual 

relations occur outside the socially acceptable arena of the marriage bed. Bowdler's 

treatment of these instances is generally straightforward, the removal of any 

intimation of sinful behaviour. Yet, there are some examples where Bowdler does 

not deal with unconventional sex in the way one might expect. Once again, while 

he continues to expurgate extensively, the thoroughness which he professes himself 

so proud of in his preface is not always evident.

49 1807edn., I, 336.
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Perhaps the most extreme example of unconventional sex is found in 

Shakespeare's dealings with incest. The most striking example, particularly by 

modern standards is found in Pericles in which the audience are immediately 

informed of Antiochus's relationship with his daughter in which they commit 'evil 

[that] should be done by none'.50 Bowdler did not include Pericles in his family 

edition but it was not because its portrayal of familial affection oversteps deeply 

ingrained social boundaries. Instead, it is not included in The Family Shakespeare 

because in the early nineteenth century, it was not considered to have been written 

by Shakespeare. It does not appear in Bowdler's source edition, The Plays of 

William Shakespeare and so, it does not appear in Bowdler's own edition.

Hamlet, which also deals with incest and was, of course, accepted as Shakespeare's 

work, appears in The Family Shakespeare. However, in Hamlet, the word 'incest' 

is not cut, although the references to sexual intercourse between Claudius and 

Gertrude are. The Ghost still calls Claudius 'that incestuous, that adulterous beast' 

and begs Hamlet not the let 'the royal bed of Denmark be/A couch for luxury and 

horrid incest' (A7, 3). Within this speech Bowdler is more troubled by the word 

'damn'd', which he changed to 'horrid', than by 'incest'. The word itself does not 

appear to be one that would start a 'blush on the cheek of modesty' and later in the 

play Bowdler actually chooses to substitute 'incestuous' for more offensive 

passages such as 'Nay, but to live/In the rank sweat of an enseamed bed' which 

reads 'nay but to live/in an incestuous bed' (A7, 18). Until the end of the nineteenth 

century relations between a man and his brother's wife was considered incestuous in

so I.i.28.
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the Biblical definition and for this reason was regarded as a sin. Yet, it seems that 

for Bowdler, as long as there were no details of this sinful relationship within 

Hamlet, using the word 'incest' was acceptable and sometimes preferable if it took 

the place of Shakespeare's grotesque, diseased imagery of the physical acts 

involved.

The surprising inclusion of the word 'incest' in The Family Shakespeare is 

markedly different from Bowdler's strict treatment of adultery. However, once 

again his expurgations are not without their ambiguities. One reference to adultery 

which is dealt with in varying ways is the term 'cuckold'. In Hamlet, Laertes no 

longer says 'that drop of blood that's calm, proclaims me bastard;/Cries cuckold, to 

my father.' Instead, Bowdler cuts his speech at bastard, and Claudius's line occurs 

three lines earlier (A7, 23). What is odd here is that Bowdler allows the 'bastard' to 

remain, hinting at adultery and illegitimacy, though any further detail is removed. 

In Lear Edmund is still acknowledged to be illegitimate but his speech in support of 

children created during lustful, adulterous sex is removed (A17, 3). Thus, while it is 

not completely corrupting for a gentleman to read about illegitimate children to a 

company of ladies, it seems it is too much to expect the ladies to listen to any details 

about the creation of these children. Illegitimacy is not a crime, but the act of 

creating illegitimacy is.

Oddly, while 'bastard' is allowed to remain, 'cuckold' is generally removed. In 

Merry Wives, Falstaff s constant use of 'cuckold' as an insult is severely reduced. 

He no longer says 'hang him, poor cuckoldly knave', 'I will use her as the key of
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the cuckoldly rogue's coffer' or 'it shall hang like a meteor o'er the cuckold's 

horns' (A22, 32-4). Surprisingly the reference to horns in the last quotation is 

allowed to remain and reads 'like a meteor o'er his horns' (A22, 34). This is 

particularly surprising when one considers that Lavinia's line "tis thought you have 

a goodly gift in horning' is removed from Titus (A32, 4). On the same page of 

Merry Wives that 'horns' are permitted, the word 'cuckold' is allowed to remain. It 

appears three times in a row when Ford is berating himself about his wife's 

supposed infidelity:'fie, fie, fie! Cuckold! Cuckold! Cuckold!'. 51 Ford appears to 

be allowed to say 'cuckold' because he uses it as a lamentation, rather than an 

insult. Some of the ambiguity surrounding the expurgation of 'cuckold' may be 

explained by its weakening significance within the English language. Cuckold was 

a word which was growing out of popular use; the last date which the OED gives 

for its usage is 1845. Therefore, it is possible that just as cuckold was a word which 

was fading out of use, symbolizing a cuckold through horns may have been 

unfamiliar to Bowdler's audience. However, the word was obviously still 

problematic for some people and in one later edition of Shakespeare every instance 

of'cuckold' is changed to ""wronged man'"/2

Bowdler's varying treatment of such terms as 'cuckold' and 'bastard' could be 

one of the reasons why many later expurgators objected to his edition and felt that 

they could improve upon it. Indeed, Lewis Carroll who intended to edit a version of 

Shakespeare specifically for girls confessed himself; 'filled with a deep sense of 

wonder, considering what...[Bowdler] has left in, that he should have cut anything

51 The Family Shakespeare, 2nd edn., I, 180.
52 Cassell's Illustrated Shakespeare, ed. by Charles and Mary Cowden Clarke (London, 1864) as 
cited in Perrin, p. 80.
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out.' 53 Of the thirty six plays that Bowdler edited, perhaps the most unexpected 

play that he has 'left in' is Titus Andronicus. Part of what makes Titus so shocking 

is its graphic and sadistic images of violence. However, Bowdler did not remove 

violence from the plays, which is why Macbeth is hardly altered. Despite this, Titus 

remains dubious material for a 'family' book. With its numerous sexually aberrant 

characters it seems to contain much that Bowdler would have disapproved of, 

including adultery, lust, an illegitimate child and the rape and torture of a young 

and virtuous woman.

In his dealings with this rape, Bowdler's expurgations seem less than thorough. 

Arguably he could not remove the rape entirely, since it is an important plot element 

that leads to the eventual downfall of Tamora and the death of her sons. However, 

it is surprising that he does not remove more of the details of the rape from the play. 

When Aaron first devises the plan in the original version he tells Demetrius and 

Chiron to:

speak, and strike.. .and take your turns:
There serve your lust shadow'd from heaven's eye,
And revel in Lavinia's treasury. 34

In Bowdler's he tells them to 'speak and strike, shadow'd from heaven's eye/And 

revel with Lavinia' (A32, 2). By removing the reference to the vagina ('treasury') 

and the instruction to 'take your turns', Bowdler renders the image less graphic but 

the audience can be under no illusions as to the plans of Tamora's sons. Later lines 

such as Aaron's 'thy sons make a pillage of her chastity' and Chiron's 'make his

53 Sylvie and Bruno (London: Macmillan, 1889), p.xvi. 
54 II.1.130.

- 117-



The Bowdlers' expurgation of Shakespeare

dead trunk pillow to our lust' also remain intact. 55 This rape is not glossed over or 

hidden behind euphemisms. The violence against Lavinia is obvious and it is 

strange that this terrible act, which is still described in detail in Bowdler's edition 

could be read aloud 'in mixed society... sanspeur et sans reproche\ 56

In Cymbeline, Cloten also plots a rape-ambush and explains his scheme in 

explicit detail. Like Chiron and Demetrius he plans to rape his victim, Imogen, next 

to the dead body of her husband and some of his violent intent is still expressed in 

The Family Shakespeare when he says: 'With that suit upon my back, will I ravish 

her: first kill him, and in her eyes; there shall she see my valour, which will then be 

a torment to her contempt'. 57 Although the next five lines are cut, the reader is still 

fully aware of Cloten's plan. Once again, Bowdler allows a description of a sexual 

assault to remain in his edition and it seems that in this case rape is not considered 

too obscene to be mentioned in polite society. This could be because it is not an act 

of wilful sinning on the woman's behalf and therefore, cannot be deemed indecent. 

However, once again, the edition is not without its contradictions in its dealings 

with rape. In The Family Shakespeare Paroles no longer says of the Duke that 'in 

rapes and ravishments he parallels Nessus' (A2; 30). It may be the comedic 

element of this speech which Bowdler is objecting to, or since this mention of'rape' 

is not vital for telling the story of All's Well, he may have felt justified in removing 

this line, despite the contradiction this causes.

55 The Family Shakespeare, 2nd edn., IX, 149; 151.
56 Bowdler, The Family Shakespeare, 5 th edn, p. v.
57 The Family Shakespeare, 2nd edn., IX, 66.
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In other places where the woman is obviously a willing participant in sexual acts, 

their voices are silenced. Doll Tearsheet is entirely removed from 2 Henry IV (A9), 

as are Timandra and Phrynia from Timon of Athens (see A31, 16-19). In order to 

excise Doll from the 2 Henry IV, Bowdler had to cut the entirety of II.4 and all later 

occurrences and mentions of her character. This expurgation would have been 

praised by Elizabeth Montagu, to whom The Family Shakespeare is dedicated, who 

believed that 'every scene in which Doll Tearsheet appears is indecent, and 

therefore not only indefensible but inexcusable'. 58 While Doll Tearsheet's lines are 

cut entirely, the Courtesan in Comedy of Errors remains very much intact. Only 

one of her lines is cut and it is, in fact, the least sexual. While she may not be as 

overtly sexualized as Doll Tearsheet she still has some lines which have a sexual 

connotation and which are discussed above. Mistress Overdone is also allowed to 

remain in Measure for Measure although her lines are sanitized and reduced. For 

example, she no longer accuses Claudio of 'getting madam Julietta with child'; 

instead he has gone to jail 'on account of madam Julietta'(A20, 1). Another way in 

which Bowdler reduces the references to sexual misconduct is in the way he marks 

Mistress Overdone's lines. In Reed's edition, Mistress Overdone's lines are marked 

by 'BAWD.' 59 preceding them. However, Bowdler marks them with 'Overd.' so 

that her profession is not emphasized too much. Bowdler worked for several years 

with the Magdalen hospital in Southwark and it is likely that he felt, as many other 

Evangelicals did, Christian pity for prostitutes. He does not wholly excise them 

from Shakespeare's work and this could be partly due to his understanding that

58 'Extracts from An Essay on the Writings and Genius of Shakespeare, Compared with the Greek 
and French Dramatic Poets: With some Remarks upon the Misrepresentation ofMons. De Voltaire' 
in Women Reading Shakespeare, 1660-1900: An Anthology of Criticism, Ann Thompson and Sasha 
Roberts, eds., (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1997), p. 27.
59 Reed, The Plays of William Shakespeare, VI; Bowdler, 5 th edn., I.
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while their activities are not necessarily suitable for The Family Shakespeare, the 

women themselves are not all irredeemable.

Religious Language

Thomas and Henrietta's Christianity, which prompted them to work with 

organizations such as the Proclamation Society and Magdalen Hospital also 

influenced their literary careers. They had been brought up in a Christian household 

and Henrietta's gratitude for this religious upbringing is obvious in the preface to 

her anonymous work Sermons on the Doctrines and Duties of Christianity:

Having had the happiness of being born and educated in the bosom of the 
Church of England, to which I am most firmly attached, I have always 
considered the privilege of joining in our excellent liturgy and receiving 
the instructions of a regularly ordained Ministry, as an inestimable 
blessing.60

Sermons on the Doctrines and Duties of Christianity was a bestseller and although it 

was printed anonymously, Henrietta achieved a degree of fame from its publication. 

As a predecessor to The Family Shakespeare, it demonstrates some of the same 

concerns. Henrietta did not write it to become famous, but to be 'useful' to fellow 

Christians.61 The book was designed as an educational tool, just as The Family 

Shakespeare was and it extols virtue, innocence and purity. In Sermons Henrietta 

states that the Christian religion 'checks every approach to vice, and condemns even 

a thought that is impure' and this is exactly what she and her brother undertook to 

do in their edition of Shakespeare's plays.

60 Anon., Sermons, 3 rd edn (London: T. Cadell, 1802), p. viii.
61 Sermons, p. x
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The influence of the Bowdlers' religion is evident in The Family Shakespeare as 

they systematically remove any expression of contempt for the Church and 

Christianity, references to heaven and hell and mentions of sin. Generally this is 

done with even more thoroughness than the removal of sexual references, possibly 

because the Bowdlers considered this area of Shakespeare's language to be more 

offensive than any other. One of the main, and most thorough actions that both 

Bowdlers took is the removal of any blasphemy from the edition. The term 

'blasphemy' is most commonly used to describe the act of 'taking the name of the 

Lord in vain'. However, according to the OED it can also describe any profane 

utterance concerning God or a sacred entity or any act showing 'impious 

irreverence'. In The Family Shakespeare, blasphemy is deleted in all its forms, 

including the most recognisable for modern readers, the use of 'God' as an 

expletive. When 'God', 'Lord' or 'Jesus' are used in phrases such as 'God knows' 

or 'O God' this is changed to 'Heaven' although, this is not consistent, and though 

Hamlet cannot say 'O God I could be bounded in a nutshell' he can still lament 'O 

God, God!/How weary, stale, flat and unprofitable/Seem to me all the uses of this 

world' (A7, 7). Thomas allows 'God' to appear in / Henry IV when King Henry 

says 'God pardon thee' to Hal.62 This is particularly surprising, as Henrietta 

changes 'God' to 'Heav'n' in the 1807 edition.63 What is also surprising about this 

discrepancy is that only twenty five lines earlier, King Henry's 'I know not whether 

God will have it so' is altered (A 10, 43). This example serves to highlight the 

unreliable nature of Thomas's expurgatorial practice, however, another example of 

this type of discrepancy lends weight to an argument that allowing 'God pardon

62 1818edn., XI, 155.
63 1807edn., II, 372.
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thee' to remain was intentional. The discrepancy occurs in Cambridge's lines from 

act one of Henry V, 'But God be thanked for prevention' where God is changed to 

'heaven' (A10; 11), whereas the line which follows 'beseeching God, and you, to 

pardon me' remains the same. These two apparent discrepancies, from / Henry IV 

and Henry V can illuminate each other, since both the lines which remain are a 

direct appeal to God to pardon, respectively, a son and a self. This may be the key 

to the inclusion of 'God' in these instances, however, it is still possible that Bowdler 

should have removed 'God pardon thee' since Henrietta evidently believed it to be 

offensive.

In other places where 'God' is used as an expression of goodwill it is altered. 

When Green says 'God save your majesty' in Richard II this is changed to 'Heaven 

save you majesty' (A26, 4)). In Love's Labours Lost, phrases such as 'God comfort 

thy capacity', 'God save your life' and 'God give him grace' are systematically 

removed (A18, 22-24). In some cases, Bowdler does not even substitute 'heaven' 

for 'God' and he seems to believe that any use of God's name in a non-reverential 

way is blasphemous and sinful. However, there is one instance in which God's 

name is used to humorous effect and is allowed. This is the use of 'dieu' by a 

French soldier and Pistol's reply; 'O, signieur Dew should be a gentleman'. 64 It is 

surprising that Bowdler allows this pun on God's name to remain, and it is 

reasonable to assume that the only reason it escaped the expurgatorial scissors is 

because it is in French.

1818edn., Xfl, 362.
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Other expletives which bear reference to Christianity are also removed. Words 

such as "Sblood', 'Zounds' and 'i'faith' are often deleted from The Family 

Shakespeare. However, the profanity which is most often removed is 'damn.' By 

removing this word, Bowdler often succeeds in reducing the potency of the lines 

being spoken. In Richard II, Fitzwater is no longer 'damn'd to hell' but 'doom'd 

to hell' (A26, 10) which does not carry the same significance. 'Damn'd' seems 

inexorable and evokes a sentence handed down from God, whilst 'doom'd' seems to 

express a human sentence, a belief that he will go to hell, rather than an absolute 

certainty. Falstaff s 'damns' are altered, often with comic effect. In 2Henry IV he 

confesses he has used the king's press 'vilely' while in Merry Wives he admits that 

he is 'disgraced in hell for swearing' (A22, 27). Yet, while these 'damns' are 

removed, Macbeth is still permitted to shout 'the devil damn thee black, thou 

creamfac'd loon!' to his servant. Why Bowdler felt that this could remain is 

impossible to ascertain. Possibly, he felt that this line was necessary in order to 

express Macbeth's rage and panic at this point in the play or he allowed this 'evil' 

character who is himself 'damn'd' to further incriminate himself in the minds of 

Christian readers.

One of the chief objections Bowdler may have had to the word 'damn' is not 

only that it is a profanity, but that it refers to the fate of a person's soul. Generally, 

where Shakespeare writes about the afterlife, Bowdler changes or cuts the lines and 

it seems that he considered musings on God's plan to be blasphemous. One much 

quoted example is the Nurse's line 'well, Susan is with God' which in Bowdler's 

edition reads 'well, Susan's dead' (A28, 5). The Nurse's assumption that her
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daughter has been saved and deserves a place in heaven appears to be too 

presumptuous for Bowdler. The belief that a human could profess to know and 

understand God's will, would have seemed sinful and hubristic to the Evangelical 

Christians of the nineteenth century. The Nurse's statement is highly irreverent and, 

as such, is removed from the play. Other examples of blasphemy are also removed 

from the The Family Shakespeare. The mockery of priests is expunged from 

Twelfth Night. Feste still dresses up as Sir Topaz but he no longer says of his 

costume 'I will dissemble myself in't; and I would I were the first that ever 

dissembled in such a gown' (A34, 19). For Bowdler, it is wrong to suggest that 

priests are not always paradigms of virtue, and Feste's disguise and imitation of a 

priest demonstrates a lack of respect and 'impious irreverence' for the profession.

Bowdler also objected to the irreverence that Shylock shows for the Christian 

religion. His condemnation of Jesus, 'the Nazarite' who 'conjured the devil' is, 

unsurprisingly removed. This line demonstrates Shylock's total rejection of and 

contempt for the Christian religion and its removal diminishes Shylock's otherness 

in a play filled with Christians. Shylock's later quotation of the Bible to justify his 

usury is also removed, as well as Antonio's observation that 'the devil can cite 

Scripture for his purpose./An evil soul producing holy witness' (A21, 8). While 

Antonio may be condemning Shylock's use of the Bible to excuse his crimes, his 

admission that the Bible can be corrupted to forward the devil's cause may not have 

sat comfortably with Bowdler's Christianity. Aside from this, Bowdler doubtlessly 

objected to Shylock's use of sexual language and may have cut Antonio's lines as
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they refer to a citation of the Bible, which, in The Family Shakespeare does not 

occur.

Mentions of Biblical figures are also excised from The Family Shakespeare. 

Judas Iscariot's name and references to his betrayal are consistently removed. So, 

in 3 Henry VI, Richard, Duke of Gloucester no longer says:

I give the fruit.
To say the truth, so Judas kiss'd his master; 
And cried all hail! When as he meant - all harm. 

(A13, 12)

The last two lines are removed and King Edward speaks earlier. Similarly, in 

Richard II, King Richard no longer says 'three Judases, each one thrice worse than 

Judas!' or 'So Judas did to Christ' (A26, 8; 11). Even in Love's Labours Lost, 

where the Judas being presented is in fact Judas Machabeus, not Judas Iscariot, any 

mention of his name is removed (A18, 70). Judas's name and allusions to his 

treachery seem to deeply offend Bowdler, his name is removed more consistently 

than 'damn' or references to the devil and hell. From this we can see that for the 

Bowdlers, and probably for other nineteenth-century Christians, Judas's name was 

one of the ultimate taboos and his sins were not to be spoken of in polite, Christian 

society.

Richard IPs line 'three Judases, each one thrice worse than Judas!' is followed 

by several other lines which are also cut from The Family Shakespeare, in which he 

wishes that 'terrible hell make war/Upon their spotted souls for this offence' (A26, 

8). When considered with similar lines from other plays which are also removed,
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there is an indication that the Bowdlers objected to mentions of the afterlife and 

Divine Providence. Indeed, while 'heaven' is sometimes used as a substitute to 

'God', in other places within the edition, all reference to it is expunged. Bowdler 

removes one such allusion from 2 Henry VI, when Richard tells Young Clifford that 

he shall 'sup with Jesu Christ tonight' (A12, 32). Bowdler not only removes this 

line, but also the following lines which continue to discuss the afterlife, when 

Richard continues 'if not in heaven, you'll surely sup in hell.' (A12, 32). It is 

possible that Bowdler objected to the use of Jesus's name rather than the reference 

to heaven in these lines. However, if this were true he could have changed the line 

to 'you shall sup in heaven tonight.' It seems more likely that the combination of 

using Jesus's name in vain and the mention of heaven and hell prompted Bowdler to 

cut out these lines. Certainly, the use of 'hell' and the tortures of that place are 

often expunged from The Family Shakespeare.

In 2 Henry VI, Alexander Iden's lines are cut when he kills Cade in his garden. 

In Reed's edition the lines read:

Heaven be my judge.
Die damned wretch, the curse of her that bore thee!
And as I thrust thy body in with my sword,
So wish I, I might thrust thy soul to hell.
Hence will I drag thee.
(A12, 30)

In Bowdler's these lines are greatly reduced and read 'Heaven be my judge. Hence 

will I drag thee.' Not only to Iden's lines contain a profanity 'damned' but they 

also hint that Cade's soul may be sent to hell. In The Tempest, Ariel's report that 

Antonio, Alonso and their companions cried out 'Hell is empty/And all the devils 

are here'' is cut (A30, 4). Hamlet's plan to send Claudius to hell by killing him
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whilst he is 'in his incestuous pleasures of his bed' is diminished in The Family 

Shakespeare. In Henrietta's 1807 edition the speech is removed entirely but 

Thomas allows Hamlet to plan to kill Claudius whilst he is sinning but does not 

mention the outcome of this plan, which is 'that his heels may kick at heaven/And 

that his soul may be a damn'd and black/As hell whereto it goes' (A7, 16). The 

reference to a violent murder is acceptable but the mention of a damned soul in hell 

is far too irreligious to be mentioned here. Aside from the reference to hell, this 

monologue also contains several references to sinful activities, which Henrietta, at 

least, found too offensive to include.

References to the sinful activities which will ultimately lead to an eternity in hell 

are expunged and clearly disapproved of by the Bowdlers. One of the most 

notorious examples of this type of excision, and one that is consistently discussed 

by both critics and supporters of Bowdlerism is the Porter's speech from Macbeth. 

In Bowdler's edition it is reduced to just six lines (A19, 1). Bowdler's concern 

about the speech's 'indecent description of the effects of drunkenness' is evident in 

his Letter to the British Critic65 . The Porter's speech has created problems for many 

editors of Shakespeare, from the seventeenth century onwards. They felt that the 

Porter's speech reflected badly on Shakespeare. They believed the language was 

too coarse and the subject matter too crude to have been penned by the poet of 

nature. Often they tried to excuse his style in this scene by referring to 

contemporary audiences as Steevens does in his notes to the play:

65 p. 19.
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A glimpse of comedy was expected by our author's audience in the 
most serious drama, and where else could the merriment, which he 
himself was always struggling after, be so happily introduced?66

While Steevens may feel that the comedy has been 'happily introduced' into the 

play through character of the Porter this does not mean that he believes the inclusion 

necessary. While today the Porter's scene is appreciated for its suspension of the 

drama and its 'cliff-hanger' effect, Bowdler and many of his contemporaries saw it 

as simply a crowd-pleasing gesture and believed that it provided a rather pointless 

interlude in the drama. Aside from this, Bowdler's edition is not intended for use 

by actors and therefore, the lengthy Porter's speech is not needed to give the actors 

playing Macbeth and Lady Macbeth time to change out of their bloody costumes. 

Therefore, it may not have been simply for the sake of decency that Bowdler 

excluded the Porter from his edition. That withstanding, there is no doubt as to the 

bawdy nature of Act two scene three and so, here, Bowdler has the perfect excuse to 

relieve himself of a troublesome and controversial character.

To a person familiar with the Porter's lively contribution to the play, the 

Bowdler's revisions seem, at best, lacklustre. The whole Porter's speech is reduced 

to a repetitive and rather pointless performance. It is shortened from thirty-six lines 

to just six and reads:

Port. Here's a knocking indeed! [Knocking} Knock, knock, knock. Who's 
there? Come in then, have napkins enough about you. [Knocking} Knock, 
knock. Who's there? [Knocking} Knock, knock. Never at quiet! What are 
you? [Knocking} Anon, Anon, I pray you remember the porter (A19, 1)

Reed, X, 121.
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The Porter's speech epitomizes everything that Bowdler was trying to remove from 

Shakespeare. He blasphemes, he swears, he makes sexual jokes and as a drunkard, 

he is ultimately a sinner. When Malcolm assumes the guise of sinner later in the 

play he is similarly silenced. His admissions of these imaginary sins are silenced 

because of the sexualized language and the reference he makes to hell when he 

admits to his apparent warlike character. However, the mention of sin, real or 

imaginary would certainly not have been considered suitable to read in a 'company 

of ladies' and it is not surprising that the Bowdlers chose to remove the descriptions 

of sin found in this scene.

Indelicate Language

Descriptions of the more unsavoury functions of the human body, including 

excretion, vomiting, farting and even dying are expurgated from The Family 

Shakespeare, along with any references to body odour and parts of the body which 

were considered by Bowdler to be indelicate although they are not sexual. The 

disapproval felt by Bowdler towards these natural bodily functions is, while not 

actually surprising, still interesting. It is interesting because it highlights taboos 

which were beginning to develop at the beginning of the eighteenth century and had 

reached their height by the time Bowdler was editing his edition.

Bowdler's objections to body parts extends beyond the sexual organs and in 

Love's Labours Lost the expression 'posterior of the day' is removed, since 

posterior can be used to refer to the bottom. Interestingly, the more obvious use of
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'Bottom' as a name in Midsummer Night's Dream is not removed. This is a 

particularly striking retention since the Lambs, whose Tales were not written with 

the sole aim of creating a decent edition, chose to ignore his name. Another term 

which is more consistently removed is the use of 'excrement' to mean beard. 

Although the OED defines this as; 'that which grows out or forth; an outgrowth; 

said esp. of hair, nails, feathers' the Bowdlers still feel the need to remove it, though 

doubtless their suspicions of double-meaning are not unfounded. In Merchant, 

Thomas changes 'valour's excrement' to 'valour's countenance' (A21, 30) although 

Henrietta allows it to remain the same. In Love's Labours Lost, Adriano's line 

'dally with my excrement' is removed completely (A18, 43) and in The Winter's 

Tale, when Autolycus removes his false beard he says 'let me pocket up my 

pedlar's beard' not 'pedlar's excrement.' (A36, 24).

One of Shakespeare's characters who suffers most from Bowdlerization of the 

human body is Falstaff. Although Bowdler felt that he had not been able to 

expurgate Falstaff as completely as he would have liked, he still minimizes his 

indelicate contributions to both parts of Henry IV and Merry Wives. In 1 Henry IV, 

Prince Hal's mocking description of him is reduced; in the source edition it reads:

That trunk of humours, that bolting-hutch of beastliness, that swoln parcel 
of dropsies, that huge bombard of sack, that stuffed cloak-bag of guts, that 
roasted manning tree ox with the pudding in his belly. 67

In The Family Shakespeare, only 'trunk of humours' and 'manning tree ox' remain. 

The rest of the description of expunged, although only in Thomas's edition (A8,

67 Reed, ed., XI, 36.
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36). In Henrietta's 1807 edition the lines remain complete.68 The growing concern 

over indelicacy which reached its height in Victorian Britain was only beginning to 

fully develop when Henrietta edited her edition. By the time Thomas took the helm 

in 1818 the indelicate language that Hal uses would have been far more disapproved 

of. In other places, Thomas changes the word 'guts' for 'body', Hamlet being a 

notable example (A7, 20-1).. Another possibility is that Thomas's self-confessed 

'physical aversion to sick people' led him to find this type of imagery extremely 

repugnant.69

Falstaff s size is also a problem for Thomas. He removes references to Falstaff s 

girdle breaking and to his 'guts' falling 'about thy knees' (A8, 53). Henrietta did not 

remove these lines and, although they do allude to Falstaff in a state of undress, she 

obviously did not believe they were offensive. 70 In the first scene of the play she 

does not remove the reference to Falstaff 'unbuttoning' after supper, but Thomas 

does(A8, 1). It is possible that Henrietta realized, as Thomas did not, that this refers 

to Falstaff unbuttoning his doublet, since trousers did not have buttons in 

Elizabethan times. However, it does show that in some instances Thomas was more 

prudish than his sister and was editing in a more prudish decade.

Falstaff s first lines of 2 Henry /Fare cut in their entirety because they refer to 

urine and diseases which are probably venereal in nature. Falstaff no longer 

inquires after the 'doctor to my water' and the page no longer informs him that 'he 

said, sir, the water itself was a good healthy water but, for the party that owned it,

68 The Family Shakespeare, 1807 edn., II, 360.
69 Perrin, p. 69.
70 The Family Shakespeare, 1807 edn., II, p. 379.
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he might have more diseases than he knew for [sic.]' (A9, I).71 This time, both 

Henrietta and Thomas concur and have both removed these lines from the play. 

While the suggestion that Falstaff is diseased was certainly one prompt to them 

expunging the lines, the most obvious motivation is the repetition of 'water', which 

constantly foregrounds that which the delicate people of the early nineteenth century 

were trying to push into the background and conceal as much as possible. Another 

excretory episode occurs in Two Gentlemen of Verona, when Launce tells the tale of 

his dog peeing under the table at a duke's house. This is related in graphic detail, 

and Launce lingers over the 'smell' and uses the word 'pissing', which doubtlessly 

offended Bowdler (A35, 13). It was not just them that were offended. During a 

revival of Two Gentlemen of Verona, contemporaneous to The Family Shakespeare 

'some indelicate words of Launce, respecting his dog, were very properly marked 

with the disapprobation of the audience, and omitted at the second representation of 

the play.' 72 Other examples of peeing being cut include 'unstanched wench' from 

The Tempest, which Steevens concedes in his notes 'means incontinent'.73 

Shylock's speech in the court room in which he says that some people "cannot 

contain their urine' is removed (A21, 35). A more graphic excretory allusion is 

removed from King Lear when the Duke of Kent says 'daub the wall of a jakes 

[privy] with him' (A17, 14).

What compounds Thomas's objections to many of the excretory episodes is their 

link with diseases, particularly venereal diseases. In King Lear, the Fool's line 'no 

hereticks burn'd but wenches suitors' is cut. as is Grumio's willingness to marry

71 1807edn., Ill, p. 11.
72 Perrin, p. 16
73 Reed, ed., IV, 8n.9.
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even an 'old trot with ne'er a tooth in her head, though she have as many diseases as 

two and fifty horses' (A29, 8). Doll Tearsheet's entire character is cut from 2 Henry 

IV and, as such, so is her punning discussion with Falstaff about men catching 

'brooches, pearls and ouches' from prostitutes. As Williams points out 'the latter 

may be either gems or sores, while brooches/broaches are syphilitic perforations. 7 

Pearls represent the 'clear syphilitic pustule'. 74 While these lines are not the only 

thing that Rowdier objected to in this scene, they contain some of the more graphic 

and grotesque imagery and may have been a major contributing factor into the 

excision of the scene. Bowdler cuts images of 'pustules' from other plays, 

including King Lear where Lear's exclamation 'thou art a boil, a plague-sore, an 

embossed carbuncle, In my corrupted blood' is entirely removed (A17, 17). It is not 

only bodily sores which Thomas removes. In Henry V the boy's disgust at the 

actions of Nym and Pistol is not expressed in the vivid way which Shakespeare 

intended: 'their villainy goes against my weak stomach, and therefore I must cast it 

up' is changed to 'their villainy goes against my weak stomach' (A10, 21). Another 

reference to vomiting is removed from Othello when lago says of the Germans 'he 

give your Hollander a vomit, ere the next pottle can be filled' (A25, 27). The 

excisions made on the basis of disease imagery are thorough but this in unsurprising 

when Thomas's 'physical aversion to sick people' is taken into account; while 

diseases may have been considered too indelicate to discuss in 'a company of 

ladies', Thomas's own dislike for the sick undoubtedly had some influence.

^Glossary, p. 231.
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Aside from human diseases, human smells also offend Bowdler. In Cymbeline, 

Cloten is advised to 'shift a shirt' because he reeks 'as a sacrifice' and in Merry 

Wives of Windsor, although Falstaff does say that the clothes in the laundry basket 

are 'stinking' he does not say that they 'fretted in their own grease' (A22, 55). In 

As You Like It, the punning game between Touchstone and Rosalind is cut short so 

that the lines 'nay, if I keep not my old rank/Ros. Thou losest thy old smell' no 

longer appear (A2, 2). However, it is not just human smells that are expurgated 

from The Family Shakespeare. In The Tempest, the air no longer seems to have 

'rotten' lungs or be 'perfumed by a fen.' Later the references to the 'filthy mantled 

pool' outside Prospero's den are retained, although the lines which follow and 

describe Antonio and Alonso 'dancing up to the chins, that the foul lake/O'er stunk 

their feet' are removed. (A30, 8; 22). In King Lear, the fool no longer says that 

truth must be 'whipped out when the Lady Brach may stand by th'fire and stink' 

(A17; 6) and his later lines discussing blind men's senses of smell are also gone 

(A17; 16).

Smells are consistently removed from The Family Shakespeare and, in the case 

of Julius Caesar, the only line to be removed is Mark Antony's 'this foul deed shall 

smell above the earth/With carrion men groaning for burial' (A16, 1). The fate of 

the body after death is another element of nature which the Bowdlers delete from 

Shakespeare. One of the most notable examples of this occurs in Henry V when 

King Henry says:

They shall be famed; for there the sun shall greet them. 
And draw their honours reeking up to heaven; 
Leaving their earthly parts to choke your clime,
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The smell whereof shall breed a plague in France 
Mark then a bounding valour in our English; 
That being dead like to the bullet's grazing. 
Break out into a second cause of mischief. 
Killing in relapse of mortality. 
(A10.49)

The last six lines of this speech are removed from The Family Shakespeare. This 

passage contains a great deal of indelicate language, from the depiction of rotting 

corpses to disease imagery. However, it is not simply indelicate language which 

could cause offence here. Henry's description of corpses fighting after death via 

their disease ridden bodies could be considered irreligious. The bodies of the 

soldiers almost become zombie-like refutations of the Christian ideal of redemption 

and spiritual - but not corporal - resurrection and this is as much a factor in the 

passage's removal as its portrayal of the 'smell' of dying men.

Whether cut for reasons of religion, delicacy or sexual prudery, the cuts the 

Bowdlers have and have not made to The Family Shakespeare provide us with a 

very interesting insight into the culture of the nineteenth century. These cuts are 

also the key to their success; The Family Shakespeare was one of the most popular 

editions of the nineteenth century. The popularity of this text has striking 

implications for Shakespeare's readers in the early nineteenth century and Victorian 

era. It is important to remember that what is now seen as a novelty edition would 

have been viewed as an entirely appropriate and suitable edition of Shakespeare for 

many readers. The Bowdlers intention was not the same as Mary and Charles 

Lamb, whose Tales were published in the same year, and who are often mentioned 

in the same breath as the Bowdlers. When creating their Tales they hoped that it 

would serve as an introduction to Shakespeare and that in later life, girls could read
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more of his work, albeit under the watchful eye of a brother or mother. The 

Bowdlers aim was for their edition to be the sole access to Shakespeare for those 

who might be offended by indelicacy. The cuts discussed in this chapter are only a 

few of many hundreds and the appendix to this study will be useful for those who 

wish to read more of the cuts in the context of the individual plays, and of the 

edition as a whole.
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CONCLUSION

In conducting my research I have sought to answer two questions surrounding 

The Family Shakespeare. Firstly, I have considered why The Family Shakespeare 

was first published in 1807 and found success in the years after 1818. Secondly, I 

have questioned how the Bowdlers, particularly Thomas, affected this success 

through the choice of cuts and the construction of the audience and the edition in the 

prefaces. This has led me to research numerous historical, social and cultural 

developments as well as studying the 1818 second edition of The Family 

Shakespeare in great detail. As has been shown over the preceding chapters, the 

Bowdlers' editions appealed to a growing audience and met with success because of 

their timely response to a changing society.

What is most evident from the research I have conducted is that none of the 

factors which influenced the publication of The Family Shakespeare - from the 

1807 edition to the last of thirty five reprints which followed - exist in isolation. 

The growth of literacy sparked fears and anxieties for those new to reading and this 

was influenced by the growing Evangelical sector of the community, the rise in the 

cult of sensibility, the increased importance of the family and the concerns 

surrounding the French Revolution. Similarly, the rise in Evangelicalism, which 

was fuelled by fears of the situation in France, led to a greater emphasis being 

placed on domesticity and the family, increased importance of the religious and 

moral education which could be gained through reading. The cult of sensibility, 

which existed in tandem with Evangelicalism, gave to rise to reform societies and 

charities. As can be seen from this, it is the simultaneous occurrence of a vast range
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of different social movements, fears and changes within the society which led to the 

eventual success of The Family Shakespeare.

The Bowdlers' editions answered the concerns of a large amount of the 

population of Britain and found a vast audience in the atmosphere of prudery which 

was growing exponentially as the Victorian era approached. Thus, the answer to 

my first question is rooted in the era in which the Bowdlers lived and in which they 

published their expurgated editions. The Family Shakespeare is very much a 

product of its time, it would not have found success in the sixteenth or seventeenth 

century, nor would it be popular in the twenty first. It needed the various shifts and 

alterations in the consciousness of the British, and later the American, people in 

order to achieve its fame, and later, notoriety. As a product of its time it had to 

answer certain demands and the Bowdlers' response to these demands is evident in 

the cuts and changes they made to the language of Shakespeare's plays.

What is interesting about these expurgations is that while they often seem to 

agree with the social background from which they originated, for example, it is not 

surprising that blasphemous language was deleted by an Evangelical Christian, 

there are times when the editing seems haphazard and sometimes inexplicable. 

Why does Thomas let Touchstone's line 'to cast away honesty upon a foul slut were 

to put good meat into an unclean dish' remain? And why is Hamlet allowed to talk 

about his mother's incestuous lovemaking? Why does Pompey still have his 

'strange picklock' and why is Cloten allowed to try to penetrate Imogen with 

'fingering'? Unfortunately, for the Bowdler scholar these questions are to some
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extent unanswerable. It is possible to hypothesize about the intentions, 

misunderstandings or laziness of Bowdler's editorial process but there are no firm 

conclusions which can be reached. Since the edition has no footnotes, apart from a 

very small amount of glossed terms, it is inherently unhelpful.

When I began the textual comparison between The Family Shakespeare (1818) 

and The Plays of William Shakespeare (1813), I expected to find thorough 

expurgatorial work which entirely removed any hint of sexuality, blasphemy or 

indelicacy from Shakespeare's plays. However, this is not the case and since there 

is a lack of evidence surrounding the Bowdlers' excising of the edition it will 

remain difficult to ascertain why there are so many discrepancies. Unlike the 

Lambs, the Bowdlers did not leave behind large amounts of correspondence 

detailing the struggles which expurgating Shakespeare's plays put them through. 

Some of Thomas's reservations about certain plays, namely both parts of Henry IV, 

Othello and Measure for Measure are evident in his 'Preface to the First Edition' 

but he does not discuss his problem with understanding or expurgating Touchstone 

or Cloten or Hamlet. It is for this reason that anyone researching The Family 

Shakespeare must be careful about making definite and conclusive statements, 

particularly when discussing the excisions.

One cannot say 'Bowdler cut all the sexual language' as this is categorically not 

true, however saying 'Bowdler did not cut all the sexual language', whilst true is not 

a particularly useful observation on its own. It becomes more interesting when 

considered with the vast deal of criticism which The Family Shakespeare met with,
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both contemporary to its publication, and for two centuries afterwards. The fact that 

Dowdier did not cut all the sexual language explains the distaste for the edition 

demonstrated by literary magazines such as the Christian Observer and would-be 

Shakespeare editors, such as Lewis Carroll. However, it will also surprise twenty- 

first-century readers of the edition who, having read previous studies such as Noel 

Perrin's Dr Bawdier's Legacy, may have been led to believe that both Thomas and 

Henrietta were very thorough expurgators. Thus, the most useful study for a 

researcher is to read all the cuts and consider the discrepancies without concluding 

absolutely.

If a lack of evidence means that I cannot conclude absolutely about editorial 

intention, this does not mean that I cannot make any definite statements about the 

nature of The Family Shakespeare. Firstly, despite many discrepancies, there is 

evidently some pattern to the expurgatorial process; as such I have been able to 

group the cuts into three sections, sexual, religious and indelicate language. These 

patterns were more easily distinguishable because, as has already been stated, The 

Family Shakespeare was clearly a product of its time and thus, was edited with 

certain nineteenth century attitudes in mind. Henrietta and Thomas's response to 

these attitudes enabled The Family Shakespeare to become one of the most popular 

editions of the nineteenth century and it was, therefore, the way in which a great 

many women and children would have connected with Shakespeare's work. This 

makes it an important edition to study since it provided an experience of 

Shakespeare's plays which is different from the experience of a twenty-first-century 

academic, a twenty-first-century schoolchild or a twenty-first-century patron of the
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RSC. Without studying the edition, it is difficult to appreciate just how different a 

nineteenth century family's reading of Shakespeare might have been.

The publication of The Family Shakespeare and the edition itself encapsulate the 

shift which was occurring in society from eighteenth century excess and decadence 

to nineteenth century prudery. As such, The Family Shakespeare provides 

researchers with an insight into the fears and anxieties of the time period especially 

if the cuts are examined in detail. As the first expurgated Shakespeare edition 

which achieved popular success, The Family Shakespeare is piece of prudery which 

is, despite its publication date, quintessentially Victorian. The edition, can, 

therefore justifiably be called a piece of pre-Victorian Victoriana. If it is accepted 

that prudishness is the essence of Victorianism, then the existence of The Family 

Shakespeare raises interesting questions about the beginnings of Victorian prudery 

and requires an interrogation of the term 'Victorian' which is used to denote the 

years from 1837 to 1901. If Victorianism, which is epitomized in the Bowdlers' 

censorious activities, had reached it height in the early nineteenth century then the 

Victorian period needs to be redefined. Thus, Queen Victoria may no longer be the 

ideal eponym of this age of prudishness. If this pre-Victorian prudery is, instead, 

viewed as a precursor to a much more vigorous and condemnatory age then The 

Family Shakespeare is still an important tool in understanding the bridge between 

the profligate eighteenth century and the moralistic years of Victoria's reign.

Thus, The Family Shakespeare is not only of interest to Shakespeareans but also 

to anyone who wishes to investigate the changing social sentiment of the early

141



Conclusion

nineteenth century. The Bowdlers may not have been the most diligent expurgators, 

but there are several prevailing patterns, highlighted in my groupings of the cuts 

which can give an historian an insight into the expectations of nineteenth-century 

readers of Shakespeare. Further, the various critical responses to The Family 

Shakespeare, from approving support, to the condemnation of Bowdlerism, which 

are discussed in the introduction to this study, chart the rise and fall of censorious 

Victorianism.

The Family Shakespeare has long been ignored, 'relegated to library 

basements' 1 , mentioned only in brief allusions, and then 'mentioned only to be 

derided'.2 In histories of Shakespeare publications it is often incorrectly 

documented - one recent BBC documentary called it a 'Victorian' edition, not 

intending to suggest its pre-Victorian claim to Victorian ideals. Even though Noel 

Perrin successfully argued that Henrietta was the editor of the 1807 edition, Thomas 

is still sometimes credited with the editorship. 3 If this is not done explicitly, it is 

done so implicitly because often, Henrietta's name is not mentioned in connection 

with the editions. 4 This demonstrates the lack of interest surrounding the edition 

and lack of attempts to fully understand it. However, this edition should not be 

ignored. It is not simply a novelty edition which can provide the sophisticated 

twenty-first-century reader with an opportunity to snigger at their strait-laced 

forbears. Instead, this edition, one of the most popular of the nineteenth century,

1 Stanley Wells, Shakespeare: For All Time (London: Macmillan, 2002), p. 277
2 Wells, p. 277
3 Colin Franklin, Shakespeare Domesticated: The Eighteenth Century Editions, p. 141
4 Michael Dobson, The Making of the National Poet: Shakespeare, Adaptation and Authorship, 
1660-1769; Jean Marsden, The Re-Imagined Text: Shakespeare, Adaptation and Eighteenth-Century 
Literary Theory (Lexington, Kentucky: The Univ. Press of Kentucky, 1995), p. 8; p. 151
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should be seen as an opportunity to gain an insight into the society in which it was 

published. By studying it we can begin to understand the effects that the growth of 

prudery, combined with the growth of literacy, had on literary production. 

However, more importantly for Shakespeareans, the edition can illuminate the 

nineteenth century's engagement with Shakespeare. The seventeenth century 

engaged by adapting, the eighteenth century by editing and the nineteenth century 

by expurgating. The method with which the Bowdlers and their contemporaries 

repackaged Shakespeare for the emerging moralistic market enabled his works to 

reach consumers who may otherwise not have read them. The Bowdlers may have 

suppressed much of Shakespeare's language but their excisions allowed the 

remaining language to appeal to a far wider market. Thus, while The Family 

Shakespeare may seem amusing and its intentions are easy for a modern reader to 

dismiss, its existence must always form an important part of the history of 

Shakespeare's work.

The final aim of this study is to make The Family Shakespeare more accessible 

to the modern reader. The appendix lists all the cuts in an easy to read format and 

allows for in depth study of either one play, or the edition as a whole. With this 

new tool available The Family Shakespeare can be investigated further and the 

useful insights which it provides are more apparent in this simple format. As an 

edition of Shakespeare but also as a piece of pre-Victorian prudery, The Family 

Shakespeare is a fascinating and enigmatic resource which deserves to be studied 

and interrogated and which can still yield more surprises for scholars in the fields of 

Shakespeare and beyond.
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