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Abstract 
 

 
This thesis records the findings of a large-scale enquiry into over four hundred individual 

stories for children that were published during the nineteenth century and held in the Hockliffe 

Collection at the University of Bedfordshire. It critically examines how punishments are 

deployed in early children’s literature, adopting a methodological approach that includes texts 

as they appear within the archive, regardless of authorship or perceptions of literary merit. 

Donated by the Hockliffe family, the texts generally complement the tradition that favoured 

didacticism and moral guidance. The primary corpus is dominated by instructional works from 

the pre-1850s, an area currently neglected in the existing critical field. The preference for 

fantasy, more imaginative and canonised works, and those produced in the Golden Age of 

Children’s literature at the Victorian fin de siècle, has resulted in tales with an explicit 

pedagogical agenda being side-lined, a shortcoming this thesis addresses. Where there are 

lessons, there are punishments, and their inclusion emphasises a range of tensions and fears. 

Interrogating these moments provides a valuable insight into the sort of issues that were 

prioritised in books for children during this period. The methodology combines close reading 

and literary analysis with qualitative data gathering, which produces a rich set of findings. The 

inclusion of a substantial body of texts allows a network of conflicting ideological views to 

emerge, that are nuanced and complex. The results of the primary stage have been examined 

within a theoretical framework that comprises intersectional theories of gender and class. 

Adopting a Foucauldian lens enriches the analysis of punishment and its relation to the 

distribution of power. The thesis begins with a critical examination of the Hockliffe archive 

itself and, through extensive research of the British Newspaper Archive, presents the rationale 

for its editing processes and positions the Collection as a unique resource for scholars. The 

second chapter explores changing attitudes towards punishment through a comprehensive 
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study of the punishment of giants which transitioned from violent to non-violent across the 

century.  From here, there is a detailed examination of tales that incorporate a critique of 

mothers who are held accountable for the failure of their sons. There follows a chapter that 

explores a female-specific punishment by which women and girls are stripped and ejected from 

the home, and the following chapter builds on the former by looking at the implications of 

social class on punishments that involve the demotion of middle-class characters. The final 

chapter explores how children, animals and punishment collide in these stories before ending 

with the analysis of stories that feature punitive metamorphosis. This thesis critically engages 

with authors, stories, issues and themes that have received minimal attention to date and 

enriches our understanding of children’s literature during this period. The punishments are 

located within their historical context, revealing some of the many ways in which children’s 

literature addressed socio-political concerns during this period. The literary landscape is a 

broad expanse and the study of these rare neglected texts fills some of the spaces in between. 
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Chapter 1  
 

Introduction 
 

1.1: Children’s Literature as a Field of Study 
 

 

The academic field of children’s literature is comparatively recent and primarily emerged from 

the feminist enquiry into women writers which in turn spurred an interdisciplinary interest in 

the history of the family.1 The study of children’s literature is complex, encompassing a distinct 

set of challenging issues such as the definition of the ‘child’, the presence of the adult’s 

didacticism and their role in the socialisation of children. However, these variables have served 

to enrich research and, as Rudd states, the rapid expansion of children’s literature studies since 

the 1980s is nothing short of ‘remarkable’, producing scholarship that has seen the discipline 

‘reinvent’ itself over the past 20 years.2 Rudd suggests that, before being academic subjects in 

their own right, children’s books were sporadically studied as lecturers added a favourite book 

to complement their teaching.3 Children’s books, particularly those that are considered 

traditional or ‘classic’, tend to be favoured because of their power to remain with the child long 

into adulthood. It is therefore understandable that so much of the existing scholarship forefronts 

texts that are beloved, canonical, and written by authors that were considered in the vanguard 

of their day. However, prioritising specific historical texts can give the erroneous impression 

that they are somehow representative of an entire publishing era. Canonical texts are not the 

 
1 Seth Lerer, Children’s Literature: A Read’s History, From Aesop to Harry Potter (Chicago and London: 
University of Chicago Press, 2009), p.9. Lerer and others locate the emergence of children’s literature as an 
academic enquiry to the 1970s and the formulation of journals: Children’s Literature and The Lion and the 
Unicorn. 
2 David Rudd, ‘The Development of Children’s Literature’ in The Routledge Companion to Children’s 
Literature, ed. by David Rudd (London and New York: Routledge, 2010), pp.3-13 (p.4). 
3 Ibid. 
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story, they are part of a story and to overlook their heritage and the literary landscape is to miss 

something significant.  

 

Of course, the literary landscape is vast, and there will always be some editing criteria, but 

problems of presentism can arise when academics look to history in an attempt to determine 

the ‘good’ from the ‘bad’. As Hunt notes, establishing literary worth is dependent upon systems 

that assign ‘low status on some cosmic value-scale’ to some books and high status to others 

such as ‘classics’ which results in a significant body of work being ‘regarded as ‘other’.4 These 

‘othered’ texts were produced for over a century before the arrival of Lewis Carroll’s Alice 

Adventures in Wonderland (1865) and continued to be published long after.5 They are essential 

in terms of their contribution, their content, their materiality and because they were written, 

published, bought and sold during an age when children’s literature was becoming the category 

that we recognise today. There is still much to learn about these overlooked texts both 

individually and collectively, and their inclusion serves to contextualise the analysis of their 

more popular counterparts. 

 

The Golden Age of children’s literature is heralded as the period during which children’s books 

blossomed, and children were, at last, provided with engaging and entertaining stories that 

celebrated the imagination and set aside the pedagogical agenda.6 These bright lights cast a far-

reaching shadow over the thousands of texts that went before them and on whose foundations 

they grew. The books that would have been read by authors, such as Carroll, established a 

 
4 Understanding Children’s Literature: Key Essays from the International Companion Encyclopaedia of 
Children’s Literature, ed. by Peter Hunt (London and New York: Routledge, 1999), p.2. 
5 This publishing period begins with the publication of John Newbery’s A Pretty Little Pocket Book in 1744. 
Newbery is discussed in further detail in the third section of this introductory chapter. 
6 The Golden Age began with Lewis Carroll to A.A. Milne spanning a period from the 1860s to the 1930s. See 
Humphrey Carpenter, Secret Gardens: A Study of the Golden Age of Children’s Literature, (London: Faber and 
Faber, 2012). 
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genre and almost certainly had some influence, positive or not.7 The dismissal of books on the 

grounds of being too moralistic and didactic is given credence by Frederick Harvey Darton 

who, in  his survey Children’s Books in England (1932), defines ‘children’s books’ as those 

‘works produced ostensibly to give children spontaneous pleasure, and not primarily to teach 

them, nor solely to make them good, nor keep them profitably quiet’.8 He excludes texts that 

include ‘adult-minded descriptions of child-life’; if this is the essence of what makes a “good” 

book, then it would undoubtedly exclude a considerable number of texts which are 

unapologetic in their inclusion of the adult voice and make no attempts to conceal their intended 

meaning.9 Darton does not deny their existence, but rather their inclusion. Rudd notes how 

Darton regards the arrival of Carroll’s Alice as meeting a ‘need’ of child readers, and that the 

age of imaginative children’s literature had begun.10  

 

No one study of historical children’s books can address all texts and associated issues, and 

research parameters must be imposed. In the preface to The Cambridge Companion to 

Children’s Literature,  Grenby and Immel acknowledge that the focus of the Companion is 

located in ‘imaginative literature, leaving regrettably little room for the religious, factual and 

instructive material that has been such an important part of the development of children’s 

books’; the book also excludes the genre of the fairy tale.11 However, as they note: ‘an 

appreciation of older children’s literature is surely essential to our understanding of children’s 

 
7 For example, C.S. Lewis enjoyed Knatchbull-Hugessen’s Puss-Cat Mew as a child. This is discussed further in 
Chapter 2. 
8 Frederic J. Harvey Darton, Children’s Books in Britain, 3rd edn (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1982). 
9 Ibid. 
10 Rudd, p.4.  
11 The Cambridge Companion to Children’s Literature, ed. by Matthew O. Grenby and Andrea Immel 
(Cambridge and New York: Cambridge University Press, 2009), p. xiv. However, Grenby’s research into the 
history of children’s literature and reading does engage with a wide variety of texts, including a number from 
within the Hockliffe Collection. See Matthew. O. Grenby, The Child Reader, 1700-1840. (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2014). 



 4 

books of today, and the future’.12 Therefore this study will move in the opposite direction back 

to those ‘other’ books that need further examination.  This research explores books that sit on 

the periphery: the anonymous, the cheaply produced, the barely known authors, the fairy tale 

retellings, and the overtly didactic.  

 

This thesis adopts archival research methods incorporating over two hundred books that were 

all published in the nineteenth century and passed through the doors of a bookseller in Bedford, 

into the capable hands of a nineteenth-century bibliophile, Frederic Hockliffe, who preserved 

them for future generations.13 Kenneth Kidd considers the significance of archival research in 

children's literature, contrasting this methodology with those that favour classic and canonical 

works. He argues that working with ‘the archive valorizes research promis[ing] coherence and 

totality, reinforc[ing] the idea of a literary heritage. The archive is a constellation of relations 

among its workers, donors, and users’.14 The following chapters explore the sort of 

complexities that Kidd is referring to; they examine how the books relate to each other 

intertextually and how their writers and publishers responded to a variety of issues and 

concerns. They bring to the surface unknown tales and authors whose works both complement 

and diverge from their better-known counterparts. The findings consider how the texts came to 

be gathered in one place and examine their critical significance to the field and the archival 

research pulls together a myriad of complexities that enrich our understanding of the whole. 

 

How the Collection was both edited and collated becomes the focus of the following section, 

but it is sufficient to say that it consists of over one thousand children’s texts, published 

between the seventeenth and twentieth centuries and gathered by the Hockliffe family across a 

 
12 Ibid. p. xv. 
13 The books of the corpus feature a varying number of individual tales which number over 400. 
14 Kenneth Kidd, ‘The Child, the Scholar, and the Children’s Literature Archive’, The Lion and the Unicorn, 35 
(2011), 1-23. [Accessed: July 10th 2017]. 
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period of at least sixty-seven years (see Appendix 3). The books were donated to the new 

library of Bedford Training College in 1927 where they were displayed in bookcases for the 

use of students. Doreen Boggis compiled a printed bibliography in 1969, but little is known of 

how the Collection was used during this twentieth-century period of some seventy-three years, 

though, it is assumed that the texts would have been easily accessible for research purposes.15 

The collection became the subject of large-scale academic enquiry with the launch of the 

Hockliffe Project which ran between 1999 and 2002, resulting in the creation of a useful 

website along with the digitisation of key texts.16 Beyond these bursts of activity, the Hockliffe 

Collection has received minimal scholarly attention and continues to offer considerable scope 

for new and original research.17 Grenby argues that one of the main problems facing researchers 

of historical texts for children is their scarcity; the Hockliffe Collection, therefore, provides an 

invaluable resource for academics and it is hoped that this research will encourage and enhance 

future engagement.18 The methodology was designed to embrace this opportunity and identifies 

a variety of intertextual allusions that thread through the Collection otherwise unseen.  

 

Representations of Punishment 

Arguably, there is a no more significant field from which to study literary representations of 

punishment than that of children’s literature. No other category of publishing contains greater 

asymmetries of power between its creators and readers; children’s books are written by adults, 

 
15 Doreen. H. Boggis, Hockliffe Collection Catalogue. (Bedford: Bedford College of Education, 1969). 
16 The Hockliffe Project ran from 1999 and 2002 during which time the Collection was under the ownership of 
De Montfort University. The project was headed by Principal Investigator, Nigel Wood, and Research Fellow, 
Matthew Grenby. A number of books were digitised and remain available. See De Montfort University Centre 
for Textual Studies (2012) The Hockliffe Project. Available at: hockliffe.dmu.ac.uk. The Collection was 
reviewed and valued by Bibliographical Consultant, Michael Heseltine in 2013.  
17 Two academic conferences dedicated to the Hockliffe Collection were held in 2009 and 2012 at the 
University of Bedfordshire. The first was organised by Dr Clare Walsh, Katie Packman and Dr Nicola 
Darwood; and the second by Dr Clare Walsh and Dr Nicola Darwood. 
18 Matthew O. Grenby ‘Researching Historical Children’s Literature’ in Children’s Literature Studies: A 
Research Handbook, ed. by Matthew O. Grenby and Kimberley Reynolds (London:  MacMillan, 2011), pp. 99-
101 (p.100). 
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censored by adults, published by adults, sold, loaned and purchased by adults to be read by 

children. The depictions of punishment signpost the consequences of unwelcome behaviours 

and are integral to child-rearing practices and socialisation. In nineteenth-century texts, 

consequences could be severe and even fatal, but such overt emphasis on punishment makes 

them identifiable and unambiguous.  It is in these moments of tension that anxieties surface 

and rupture the narrative and the adult glares through.19  

 

Defining punishment can be complicated and, as a concept, has been expounded by 

philosophers for centuries. Given that these particular representations of punishment were 

intended to be explicit and easily inferred by readers of various ages, the definition here is 

equally straightforward: ‘an act that involves suffering and pain that serves as retribution for a 

perceived offence’.20 Punishment is fundamental to child-rearing practices, and each new 

generation re-evaluates the specific nature of behaviours that qualify for punishment. Most 

scholars of children’s literature engage with the subject on some level and observe how the 

books tend to follow the pattern of prohibition, transgression and punishment which are easily 

identifiable to the child reader who, having heard the prohibition, and witnessed the 

transgression, anticipates (perhaps eagerly) the consequences.  

 

Maria Tatar’s Off with Their Heads!: Fairy Tales and the Culture of Childhood shares areas of 

commonality with this research as she too engages with the development of the literary fairy 

tale and its appropriation into children’s literature.21 Examining writers such as Charles 

Perrault and the Brothers Grimm among others, Tatar argues that unlike its forebears, the 

 
19 The development of children’s literature as a distinct publishing category is explored in the final section of 
this introductory chapter: ‘Constructing Narratives in Nineteenth-Century Stories for Children’. 
20 This is a standard dictionary definition of “punishment” see www.merriam-webster.com. 
21 Maria Tatar, Off with their Heads!: Fairy Tales and the Culture of Childhood (Princeton, New Jersey: 
Princeton University Press, 1992).  
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literary fairy tale prioritised the socialisation of children and her discussion engages with a 

variety of texts to support her central hypothesis, including various examples of punishment 

and the influence of didacticism. This thesis builds on Tatar’s work but through an alternative 

approach that also incorporates the literary fairy tale in its various forms but with a focus on 

the unsung publisher editions rather than authored volumes. None of the primary texts were 

selected to support a specific idea about how the representations of punishment would emerge. 

There is a tendency to select the worst example of punishment or violence to prove an 

argument, lambast the form, or to promote a preferred version. The methodology of this 

research will, therefore, add further details, texts and authors to the existing scholarship. 

 

Through utilising the prior editing of the Hockliffe Collection and incorporating relatively 

unknown texts, it is anticipated that the “bottom-up” methodology might reduce the pitfalls of 

what Peter Hunt terms ‘theme hunting’.22 Mitzi Myers, in her much-cited remark, levels 

criticism at the researcher who ‘ransacks a vast body of writing for imperialist and racist quotes 

that earn the collective authors a critical spanking’.23 This is not to say that the themes are 

insignificant but that they must be contextualised to avoid presentism. This thesis does adopt a 

research focus on punishment, but by reading broadly rather than selecting or “cherry-picking” 

specific texts, the results are contextualised and nuanced. It is, however, conceded that any 

examination of a specific topic is open to such scrutiny.  

 

 
22 Hunt (ed.), Understanding Children’s Literature. p.8. The editing of the Hockliffe Collection will be 
discussed further in the following section. The books chosen for study are broadly in keeping with the original 
selection but restricted to prose and dated between 1800-1899. This is an alternative approach to one which 
selects texts based on a theme, author etc. 
23 Mitzi Myers, ‘Reading Children and Homeopathic Romanticism: Paradigm Lost, Revisionary Gleam’, in 
Literature and the Child: Romantic Continuations, Postmodern Contestations, ed. by Holt Mc Gavran (Iowa: 
University of Iowa Press, 1999), pp.44-84 (p.49). 
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There are over 400 stories contained within the primary texts, and through a system of close 

reading and comparative analysis, it became apparent that there are many intertextual links 

between early nineteenth-century fairy tales and their more moralising counterparts.24 In his 

assessment of the development of the literary fairy tale, Jack Zipes argues that publishers such 

as Benjamin Tabart and John Harris introduced fairy tales from ‘France, Germany and 

Scandinavia’ to counter and ‘oppose the rigid upholders of the Puritan law and order school’.25 

The findings of this research completely undermine this claim as they demonstrate that many 

‘classic’ fairy tales were altered to complement the sort of didactic tales that Zipes imagines 

they oppose. He appears to have made assumptions based on bibliographical lists and tale titles 

rather than reading and assumes a clear division between the two categories. However, as the 

chapters of this thesis will show, the two frequently merge and overlap. 

 

Alan Richardson and Matthew Grenby explore the practice of combining fairy and morality 

tales that resulted in the emergence of the moral fairy tale. Richardson discusses the pressures 

placed on fairy tales by the ‘rationalist school’ inspired by Locke and Rousseau and the 

‘Christian moralist critique’ provided by writers such as Sarah Trimmer and Mary Martha 

Sherwood.26 However, Grenby rejects the idea that this resulted in fairy tales falling out of 

fashion in the late eighteenth-century. While Richardson suggests that elements of fairy tales 

were appropriated into instructional texts, Grenby considers this process as ‘one of symbiosis, 

rather than colonization’, suggesting that the ‘protean nature’ of the tales allowed them to be 

altered to suit different agendas.27 He argues that the publications of Benjamin Tabart and John 

 
24 The number of individual stories in each text varies as some might contain just one or two stories, while 
others might compose an entire volume; the tales were all explored and analysed on an individual basis. 
25 Victorian Fairy Tales: The Revolt of the Fairies and Elves, ed. by Jack Zipes (New York and London: 
Routledge, 2016), p. xvii.  
26 Alan Richardson, Literature, Education, and Romanticism: Reading as Social Practice, 1780-1832 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004), p.113. 
27 Matthew O. Grenby “Tame Fairies Make Good Teachers: The Popularity of Early British Fairy Tales”, The 
Lion and the Unicorn, 30 (2006), 1-24 (p.11).  
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Harris, among others, were not attempting to replace other forms of children's literature, rather 

they were competing and ‘sometimes merged with an already flourishing tradition’.28 The 

continuing success of the fairy tale can undoubtedly be attributed, in part, to its ability to bend 

and flex around shifting ideas. The chapters of this research frequently compare how the two 

traditions overlapped and shared ideas, but with a focus on how classic fairy tales were altered 

to accommodate the morality tradition rather than the other way around.29 There is certainly a 

two-way exchange but a closer look at the revisions made by John Harris, in particular, does 

question the benevolence of his revisions. 

 

To further explore the significance of punishment and power, this thesis views the texts through 

a Foucauldian lens. In his preeminent work Discipline and Punish, Michel Foucault traces the 

history of punishment, charting the shifts made to methods of state-punishments in the 

eighteenth-century which saw torturous public spectacles replaced with concealed systems of 

incarceration. Foucault presents a compelling argument that the changes were, in part, a 

response to anxieties about the responses of the crowd who had become increasingly 

sympathetic towards the offender and oppositional to the state. Foucault is deeply sceptical 

about systems of reform and the implementation of the prison which relocated punitive 

practices beyond the scrutiny of the public gaze. The frame of Discipline and Punish, along 

with Foucault’s ideas about the construction of power underpin the analysis contained herein.30  

Punishments engage with different cultural and socio-political issues which become more 

significant when considered within a critical framework of gender and class theory and 

contextualised within their historical period. This is particularly apparent in Chapter 4, which 

 
28 Ibid. p.18. 
29 Fairy tales are included on the basis of their inclusion within the primary texts of the Hockliffe Collection. 
30 Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison (London: Penguin Books, 1991). Foucault’s 
historical observations are of particular significance to Chapter 2, which charts the trajectory of the punishments 
experienced by fairy tale giants. 
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examines the motif of stripping of girls which is better understood amidst a discussion of social 

issues that would have been identifiable to readers of the time.  

 

Research Methodology 
 
The aims of the thesis are twofold: firstly, to design and apply a specific methodological 

approach to the study of a literary archive in order to test the hypothesis that a “bottom-up” 

approach would generate finely nuanced representations of punishment that a) were complex 

and varied; b) contribute to existing knowledge, and c) would draw out trends and patterns 

previously unknown. The second aim is to assess the specifics of how representations of 

punishment were deployed in nineteenth-century children’s literature and analyse shared ideas 

drawing out the intertextual relationships between texts that have received minimal scholarly 

attention.  

 

The primary sources comprise of nineteenth-century prose stories that were studied based on 

their inclusion in the Hockliffe Collection regardless of author or perceptions of literary merit.31 

Read in the order that they appear on the catalogue, the texts include fairy tales and other prose 

stories published in this period (see Appendix 1).32 The first stage was the close reading of each 

text which was followed by the completion of a data sheet which recorded necessary details 

noting any representations of physical punishment. The findings were analysed, and an 

individual written report was created for each book highlighting themes, ideas, illustrations and 

significant quotations. Consideration was then given to how each text could be categorised, for 

example, punished boys, girls, animals, mothers etc (see Appendix 2). Once the primary 

reading was completed the categories themselves were then subjected to further analysis 

 
31 Foreign language and incomplete texts were excluded.  
32 The Collection itself is not evenly weighted in terms of dates and subject matter. The largest category is made 
up of prose stories published before 1850 (see Appendix 1). 
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resulting in a nuanced set of findings that are testable, replicable and make a valuable 

contribution to existing knowledge. 

 

In addition to the study of individual books, further research was conducted to reach 

conclusions about the editing processes that brought the books of the Hockliffe Collection 

together. Information about the family and business is scarce, so information was gathered 

through the examination of the press advertising placed in the Bedford Times and Independent 

over a period of six decades. The findings of this particular enquiry are the subject of the 

following section, which provides an insight into how this specific bookseller carved out a 

niche market and maintained a long-term successful book business.  

 

1:2 The Provincial Bookseller and the Nature of a Collection 

Entering the literary archive feels like a privilege. From receiving authorisation to the provision 

of rules, there is a sense of significance – of status. Upon entering the designated space, the 

researcher is allowed to wonder and imagine; direct sensory contact triggers the perception of 

a physical connection to the past. Each book immediately sets forth two distinct yet 

intertwining stories. The first comes from the intended use of the book, from the words which 

cover the pages themselves, stories written long ago by an author of another time and place - 

some familiar, many forgotten. Scholars may stop here, briefly dipping into the collection to 

select a specific title, hoping to find a rare edition previously gone undiscovered. The second 

story is located within the materiality of the books revealing the methods and practices which 

brought them into production.  Literary archives present the opportunity to handle original 

materials which can be critically examined side-by-side, amidst their counterparts. Aside from 

the stories themselves, there is also the opportunity to explore internal advertisements, price 

information and marginalia which provide evidence of the historical book trade and the 
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engagement of their readers.33  There is a third story, the story of how this specific group of 

individual historical books were formed into a collective and subsequently categorised and 

presented under a shared identity. No two collections are the same; each was shaped by 

individuals with distinct motivations and some selection criteria. These decisions underpin the 

nature of the archive, and an understanding of that process can only enrich our experience and 

engagement with the books that line its shelves. 

 

The Hockliffe Collection is one such archive. Initially, the primary focus was to study a specific 

set of books rather than study the collection as a whole.34 However, it soon became apparent 

that there were too many unanswered questions, particularly concerning the how and why of 

the editing process. Foucault states that, ‘the frontiers of the book are never clear-cut: beyond 

the title, the first lines, and the last full stop, beyond its internal configuration and its 

autonomous form, it is caught up in a system of references to other books […] it is a node 

within a network’.35  While it is beyond the scope of this chapter to deconstruct the Hockliffe 

archive, the following is an attempt to draw out the significance of this specific network and 

its relationship not only to its historical context but also its position amidst other networks 

today. The word nature is intended to relate to the inherent features which make this particular 

literary archive distinct from others which may also contain children’s literature published 

between the seventeenth and twentieth century. In order to reach conclusions on this somewhat 

elusive concept, there follows an examination of the known life and business practices of the 

provincial bookseller whose choices it represents, alongside a broad discussion of the possible 

motivations for its final editing, donation and current preservation. 

 
33 This latter area, including the examination of marginalia, is explored in Grenby, Child Reader. 
34 This research corpus was narrowed down to nineteenth-century prose texts which, within the Hockliffe 
Collection, are categorised as ‘Fairy Tales and Nursery Stories,’ ‘Stories Pre-1850,’ and ‘Stories Post-1850’. 
35 Michel Foucault, The Archaeology of Knowledge And the Discount of Language (New York: Pantheon 
Books, 1972), p.26.  
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Academic references to the Hockliffe Collection tend to be limited to endnotes and reference 

lists which provide a snapshot of the individual books contained within its shelves. Such notes 

often include additional information relating to its size (over one thousand items) and period 

of production.36 The Collection received a surge in critical attention thanks to the work of the 

Hockliffe Project and the individuals associated with it. Despite remaining in the same 

geographical location for over ninety years, several mergers resulted in the archive falling 

under the provision of various academic organisations. However, the Collection has been held 

by the University of Bedfordshire for the past sixteen years.37 These limited references shed 

little light on the specific nature of the Hockliffe Collection as a whole.  

 

To delve deeper it is necessary to travel back to the mid-nineteenth century to the time when 

Frederic Hockliffe decided to leave his job in London and return to his hometown of Bedford 

to open his booksellers, ‘F. Hockliffe’. Documentation and information relating to the 

biographical facts of Hockliffe’s life are scarce. Aside from census information and brief bullet 

points listed in local books and websites relating to the history of Bedford,38 the vast majority 

of the information gathered was collated through extensive research into the British Newspaper 

Archive.39 ‘F. Hockliffe’ was a provincial bookseller who financially invested in a long-

running advertising campaign primarily with the Bedford Times and Independent.40  When 

 
36 The Collection contains books which were published from the seventeenth to twentieth centuries and 
comprise a range of material items including games and educational books. 
37 Ownership of the Collection can be traced from the Hockliffe family to the Bedford Training College in 1927 
which, according to Doreen Boggis, fell under the supervision of the Bedford Education Association before being 
taken over by the local education authority in 1950. The college later became known as Bedford College of Higher 
Education and was part of a merger between the University of Luton and De Montfort University. De Montfort 
held the Collection between 1999 and 2002. Post 2002, the Collection remains in the library at the Bedford Polhill 
Campus at of the University of Bedfordshire. Scholars tend to refer to it as a collection belonging to De Montfort 
which does not take account of its history and/or status during the past sixteen years. See Boggis (1969). 
38Basic information about the Hockliffe family and their business history in the town of Bedford are available 
from Bedford Borough Council (2014) Bedford High Street History: Hockliffe Booksellers. Available at: 
virtual-library.culturalservices.net [Accessed May 15th 2017]. 
39 The British Newspaper Archive. Available at: https://www.britishnewspaperarchive.co.uk. [Accessed: May 
25th 2017].  
40 The newspaper was published by Johnston Press plc and ran from 1845 to 1955 with slight variants to the 
name: Bedford Times (1845-1859), Bedford Times and Bedfordshire Independent (1859-1972), Bedfordshire 
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combined, these press advertisements provide an insight into the business practices of ‘F. 

Hockliffe’ and give some suggestion of how and why this specific group of historical children’s 

books came together.  

 

These aforementioned sources and Doreen Boggis’ Hockliffe Collection Catalogue (1969), 

suggest that Frederic Hockliffe was born and educated in Bedford before moving to 

Hertfordshire and eventually London where he gained employment in the publishing and 

bookselling trade. Having acquired valuable industry experience, he later returned to Bedford 

and took over an existing second-hand book shop.41 The exact year of launch is unclear and 

previously set as circa 1870. However, having located advertisements for the business which 

date from as early as 1863, including a reference to a fifth book catalogue, it is more likely that 

the shop opened in 1862 at the latest (see Appendix 3).42 The business promoted itself as the 

home of ‘new and second-hand books’ with further details available from catalogues which 

can be readily despatched ‘to any address on application’. The advert continues with claims of 

‘second-hand school books in great variety’.43 The Hockliffe Collection contains a significant 

number of educational books for children and it is apparent that Hockliffe positioned his 

business as a reliable supplier of such texts from early on in his venture.  

 

The shop traded in general second-hand literature, and one advert ends with an appeal: 

‘Libraries or small quantities of books purchased or exchanged’.44 This particular entry is 

 
Times and Independent (1872-1939), The Bedfordshire Times and Bedfordshire Standard (1939-1955).  For 
brevity, the newspaper will be referred to as the Bedford Times and Independent. See 
www.britishnewspaperarchive.co.uk. [Accessed May 25th 2017]. 
41 According to Boggis, Hockliffe was employed at Simpkin & Marshall booksellers in London and took over 
the existing book business of a Mr Rolls upon his return to Bedford.  
42 The earliest advert located was placed in the Bedfordshire Times and Independent on Saturday 12th December 
1863, See The British Newspaper Archive.  
43 Ibid. 
44 The appeal for books is made in the first advert and appears to continue until the turn of the 1890s.  This date 
does not necessarily mean that the practise ceased, but rather it became less prioritised in their advertising. 
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subsequently repeated in most of the advertisements placed over the coming decades, giving 

the impression of a business that is continuously expanding and in possession of both the 

physical and financial means to mass-purchase books. In addition to directly appealing to those 

who would be interested in selling books, the adverts give the customer the impression of 

frequent stock change and therefore increased choice. 

 

Ed Potton discusses the popularity of private libraries during the nineteenth century, which 

outnumbered those held in any earlier or subsequent periods.45 It was the age of the bibliophile 

and the popular trend for buying books in bulk to accumulate and display them in the home.  

Potton argues that this was an era of significant bibliographical change, spurred by ‘the ever-

rising demand for print, the mechanism of the printing press, expansion of the library provision, 

and, from the point of view of the private library, changes in book ownership, new fashions 

and tastes in book collecting, storage and use’.46  The surge in production, improved 

affordability and increased choice resulted in enthusiastic collecting which undoubtedly 

afforded feelings of status. Potton suggests that research into this specific field is surprisingly 

limited and findings tend ‘to be drawn from a limited pool; great dynastic libraries, or libraries 

associated with major historical or cultural figures, and mostly libraries which are still extant’ 

which in reality are only ‘the tip of the iceberg’.47 The lack of physical evidence is due to the 

somewhat ‘transient’ nature of books which resulted in their collective identity being lost.48  

 

Hockliffe’s advertising provides evidence of the transitory nature of books both individually 

and in their larger complete library form. A trend for collecting resulted in a flow of second-

 
45 Ed Potten, ‘The Rest of the Iceberg: Reassessing Private Book Ownership In The Nineteenth 
Century’, Transactions of the Cambridge Bibliographical Society, 15 (2014), 125–149.  
46 Ibid. p.125. 
47 Ibid. p.126. 
48 Ibid. 
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hand books which were traded individually and collectively. This practice offers some 

explanation for the frequent private library sales to buyers such as ‘F. Hockliffe’; perhaps those 

who had initially embraced the trend had lost interest, or conversely, perhaps it was the 

outcome of an editing process to filter out unwanted books to create space for new purchases. 

It is equally probable that sellers may have been governed by financial want or need. 

Regardless of the motivations of the seller, Hockliffe’s decision to purchase does provide 

evidence towards the task in hand and the nature of the current Hockliffe Collection which is, 

in parts, constructed of the fragments of private libraries, stitched together to form a new whole.  

 

By 1872, the advertisements portray a business that continues to prioritise the niche market of 

educational books for children in increasing detail. One advert boasts, ‘a large stock of 

elementary school books’ and then lists examples, including ‘Greek and Latin, classics, 

translations, mathematical books, dictionaries’. Other books listed include John Milton’s 

Paradise Lost and Roscoe’s Lessons in Elementary Chemistry in addition to ‘General 

literature’. The following year, the advertising states that the shop now stocks ‘the most 

important educational works’ which ‘are in general use in public and private schools, both new 

and second-hand’ and ‘schools supplied on special terms’.49 Hockliffe has succeeded in 

establishing a strong working relationship with local schools and their pupils, and in doing so, 

conveys a sense of credibility concerning the retailing of books for children.  

 

There were, however, concerns about the potential for books to corrupt young minds or cause 

harm in some way. The debate about when and what children should read had been taking place 

for generations. Philosopher John Locke (1602-1734) in his treatise Some Thoughts 

Concerning Education supported the reading of books by children ‘wherein the entertainment 

 
49 Bedford Times & Independent, Tuesday 11th February 1873. [Accessed: May 2017]. 
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that he finds might draw him on’ but warns against ‘fill[ing] his head with perfectly useless 

trumpery, or lay the principles of vice and folly’.50 This view was later rejected by Jean-Jacques 

Rousseau (1712-1778) who dismissed children’s books as ‘the chief cause of children’s 

sorrows’ and described reading as ‘the curse of childhood,’ arguing that children should not be 

subjected to reading until they are twelve years of age.51 Anxieties were also expressed by 

religious groups who were concerned about the potential for books to corrupt young minds and 

so addressed the problem by creating their own books.52 At the forefront of this campaign was 

author Sarah Trimmer (1741-1810) whom Rebecca Knuth describes as the self-appointed 

‘chief censor of the Evangelical period’ who ‘assiduously reviewed children’s books in the 

Family Magazine  (1778-1789) and the Guardian of Education (1802-1806), hardly missing a 

title – nor any trace of insubordination and immorality’.53 While the Evangelicals were not 

anti-reading per se they were alarmist about the dangers of children engaging with the wrong 

sort of books. Concerns about religion, morality and corruption continued into the nineteenth 

century where writers such as Maria Edgeworth ‘promoted utilitarianism, teaching the children 

facts and emphasizing child’s learning from experience and reasoning’.54 Jan De Maeyer et al. 

discuss how many of these writers are now long forgotten as, in the nineteenth century, the 

‘church and secular authorities’ found it increasingly difficult to retain control over the 

enormous amount of printed output available.55 The religious scrutiny of children’s books was 

countered by the Romantics whom Hugh Cunningham describes as occupying a space 

somewhere between the evangelicals and ‘Lockean rationalists’, crediting Wordsworth with 

 
50 John Locke, Some Thoughts Concerning Education (London: A & J Churchill,1693), p.226.  
51 Jean, J. Rousseau, Emile (New York: Dover Publications, 2013), p.95. 
52 The Hockliffe Collection contains several texts produced by the Religious Tract Society, some of which use 
the children’s literature platform to critique fairy tales. See The Giant Killer (London: The Religious Tract 
Society, 1833). 
53 Rebecca Knuth, Children’s Literature and British Identity: Imagining a People and a Nation (Plymouth: The 
Scarecrow Press, 2012), p.22. 
54 Ibid. 
55 Religion, Children’s Literature and Modernity in Western Europe 1750-2000, ed. by Jan De Maeyer, Hans-
Heino Ewers, Rita Ghesquiere,, Michel Manson, Pat Pinsent, & Patricia Quaghebeur (Paris: Leuven University 
Press, 2005), p.23-24. 
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having built on the work of his contemporaries and successfully altered ideas about childhood, 

positioning children as ‘a repository of sensitivity and wisdom. And if that were so, it became 

almost a duty to stay in childhood when adults’.56 Views on children, childhood, literature and 

reading were varied, contentious and continually evolving as the genre grew.  

 

Frederic Hockliffe actively participated in the debate. One press article lists Hockliffe as being 

one of five hundred and seventy people who petitioned ‘the Mayor and Watch Committee […] 

to prevent hawkers and others from selling photographs, pictures, or books of a demoralising 

character in Bedford, being as it is a town where young people form a peculiarly large and 

important element of the population’.57  Given the strong feeling amongst the local community 

and his public stance on the issue, it would have been hypocritical and counterproductive for 

Hockliffe to have sold these cheaper works in his shop. The children’s literature sold by ‘F. 

Hockliffe’ is likely to have been restricted to books that were considered “safe” enough to 

avoid controversy and complement his educational range. 

 

In her discussion of shopping habits in Victorian England, Kelley Graham suggests that the 

limited scale of print runs inevitably resulted in a reduced supply of books, meaning that 

customers would spend time trying to locate specific titles by searching through individual 

book shops. Shop owners would offer a finding service and undoubtedly hoped that an 

alternative title might catch the visiting customer’s eye.58 Of course, the larger the shop, the 

higher the chance of satisfying customer demand. It is plausible that the somewhat random 

 
56 Examples given include positive and romanticised views of childhood presented through eighteenth-century 
art such as Joshua Reynold’s The Age of Innocence. Hugh Cunningham, The Invention of Childhood (London: 
BBC Books, 2006), p.130-131. 
57 Bedford Times and Independent, Saturday 21st May 1887. There is no explanation as to why Bedford may 
have had an unusually large youth population, but the presence of credible schools may have attracted more 
families to the area. 
58 Kelley Graham, “Gone to the Shops”: Shopping in Victorian England. (Westport: Praeger Publishers, 2008).  
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nature of purchasing private libraries would have resulted in a rather eclectic range of books 

streaming through the doors of ‘F. Hockliffe’, which may have attracted customers who sought 

rare editions to enrich their private library. There is a sense of books being repeatedly traded, 

grouped and re-grouped in a variety of locations. 

 

Alexis Weedon argues that the nineteenth-century was the period in which ‘commercial book 

publishing became a mass-market business’ with books becoming targeted to a more diverse 

range of consumers.59 This development brought with it an expansion of subject areas and 

categories which included a surge in educational works. The result was a school book market 

which Weedon describes as ‘intense’.60 Graham suggests that schools expected pupils to 

provide their books which saw them become ‘an important part of the bookseller’s trade’.61 Its 

apparent prominence evidences the competitive nature of the educational market within the 

advertising campaign of ‘F. Hockliffe’, who clearly prioritised and financially invested in its 

continuing promotion. Hockliffe may have found that press advertising was a particularly 

effective means of reaching parents.  The shop’s advertising and those placed by the schools 

themselves indicate that ‘F. Hockliffe’ was also printing and stocking school prospectuses for 

the local area. Weedon describes a ‘lower end of the market’ which offered cheap school books 

which ‘retailed for a few pence’.62 While it is difficult to state conclusively that Hockliffe did 

not sell such books, the advertising does not promote their inclusion, suggesting this was not a 

prioritised target market. 

 

 
59 Alexis Weedon, Victorian Publishing: The Economics of Book Production for a Mass Market, 1836-1916 
(Farnham: Ashgate, 2017), p.1. 
60 Ibid.  
61 Graham, p.91. 
62 Ibid. 
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‘F. Hockliffe’ continued to run a similar advertising campaign throughout the 1880s and on 

into the 1890s, at which point additional products were added; ‘school stationery, including 

papers and note books in all the requisite special rulings. Cheap scribbling papers. School 

pencils and pens [… and] mathematical instruments,’ alongside school satchels with ‘a new 

special bag for girls’ and ‘bound books for school prizes’.63  The bookseller had now been 

successfully trading for around thirty years and was an established “one-stop shop” for all the 

educational needs of a school-age child in Bedfordshire. The shop also sold literature for adults 

and offered additional services, but the advertising forefronts books and products for children.64 

This decision is consistent with society becoming increasingly child-centred, resulting in 

parents investing increasing amounts of time and money into their child’s well-being and 

education. Stephen Broadberry and Kevin O’Rourke argue that there is a consensus amongst 

historians that ‘Europeans developed a more romantic view of childhood and of domestic life 

in general’ during the nineteenth century,65 and these changes brought with them an increased 

demand for products specifically for children.  

 

By the turn of the twentieth century, ‘F. Hockliffe’ occupied three buildings in Bedford and 

the years spent trading in private libraries had seen the business undergo considerable 

expansion. Their success is conveyed through advertisements placed during this period which 

describe the collective premises as a ‘Library, Book and Stationery Warehouse’ which is 

followed by a long list of ‘departments’ which offer a wide variety of goods and services 

beyond bookselling giving the impression of a large scale enterprise.66 The focus on 

educational items and children’s books is still present, but with the addition of aspirational 

 
63 Bedford Times & Independent, Saturday 28th January 1893. [Accessed: May 2017]. 
64 The business offered various other services, including printing and picture framing. 
65 The Cambridge Economic History of Modern Europe: Volume 1, 1700-1870, ed. by Stephen Broadberry and 
Kevin, H. O’Rourke (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010), p.64. 
66 Bedford Times & Independent, Friday 7th December 1900. [Accessed: May 2017]. 
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fancy goods such as silver items, photo frames, lace fans, cards, ebony and ivory, leather goods, 

and more. The ‘warehouse’ also offered a framing and printing service and published a small 

number of local interest books.67  

 

Perhaps the most significant indicator of their physical expansion comes from the addition of 

‘Hockliffe’s Circulating Library’ which is ‘kept thoroughly up to date in the supply of new 

books. New novels are added on the day of publication. Of the most popular novels many 

copies are put into circulation, and every effort is made to meet the wishes of readers’.68  This 

development is an important progression for the business which was now able to financially 

benefit from the popularity of new books, particularly the novel.69 A later 1904 advertisement 

claims that the ‘circulatory library [is] in connection with Mudie’s. Subscription from 10/6 per 

annum’70, thus enhancing their credibility through association with an established name. 

 

This reference to the Hockliffe’s circulating library raised questions about whether the current 

Hockliffe Collection, or any part of it, had previously been a part of this scheme. In his 2002 

article entitled, Adults Only? Circulating and Children’s Books in British Circulating 

Libraries, 1748 – 1848, Matthew Grenby examines whether or not circulating libraries were 

inclusive of books intended for child readers.71 Grenby’s focus is on circulating libraries that 

were active far earlier than Hockliffe’s, but the questions raised about the inclusion of children 

are significant. Grenby consulted fifty library catalogues and found that when it came to 

 
67 Research indicates that the business operated as a small publisher and produced books of local interest. 
Examples include: 
William, M. Wynch, Olden Memories Songs and Poem (Bedford: F. Hockliffe, 1879). 
G.J.R. Glunicke, Reminiscences of 1870-71 (Bedford: F. Hockliffe, 1899).  
C.F. Farrar, Old Bedford, the Town of Sir William Harper, John Bunyan and John Howard the Philanthropist 
(Bedford: F.R. Hockliffe & London: Simpkin, Marshall, 1926). 
68 Bedford Times & Independent, Friday 7th December 1900. [Accessed: May 2017]. 
69 The subject of Mudie’s Circulatory Library will be revisited later in the chapter. 
70 Bedford Times & Independent, Friday 7th December 1900. [Accessed: May 2017]. 
71 Matthew O. Grenby “Adults Only? Children and Children's Books in British Circulating Libraries, 1748-
1848”, Book History, 5 (2002), 19–38.  
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children’s literature, ‘only a very few include more than a handful of books’.72 Many of the 

popular works of the time, including fairy tales written specifically for children, were excluded. 

One suggestion for this is that they were excluded based on their cheap production which 

resulted in ‘relative fragility [which] probably militated against their inclusion’.73  Excluding 

children’s books on this basis may offer some insight to their inclusion in the Hockliffe 

Collection, which does hold these very items.  Many of these texts predate the launch of the 

shop, so were probably acquired through purchasing private libraries. As a credible retailer of 

approved educational books, it is unlikely that such books would have been offered for sale or 

loan at ‘F. Hockliffe’. Many of these would have already been decades old when they came 

into his possession, and recognising their potential value, the knowledgeable bibliophile 

probably began to set them aside, beginning a collection. 

 

Regarding the inclusion of children within bookshop premises, it does seem unlikely that any 

business so tailored towards children would have sought their exclusion. Grenby acknowledges 

that even in the earlier period, there were exceptions to the rule with libraries such as 

‘Woollen’s British Circulating Library’ including a ‘Children’s Library’ section with cheaper 

books offered for sale rather than borrowing.74 Grenby locates the shift in attitude to the mid-

nineteenth-century as ‘childhood came to be constructed as a discrete period of life, with its 

own special needs, so libraries might increasingly have sought to cater to this specific 

audience’.75 Given Hockliffe’s apparent confidence and commitment to selling books for 

children from the early 1860s, it is likely that he witnessed this transition first-hand while 

employed at Simpson and Marshall in London before his move to Bedford.  

 

 
72 Ibid. p.20. 
73 Ibid. p.21. 
74 Ibid. p.32. 
75 Ibid. 
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Considering the implications of children having varying reading ages and abilities, Grenby 

suggests that their slower reading rate and more extended loan requirements may have seen 

children excluded from early circulatory libraries. He also argues that while adults were content 

to borrow novels from circulating libraries, children were not. It was only when ‘children’s 

books became more plentiful’ that ‘children became willing to borrow, rather than always to 

own, their books’.76 Grenby draws this conclusion from his preeminent marginalia research, 

some of which was carried out within the Hockliffe Collection. The argument that children 

born in the early nineteenth-century were sufficiently empowered to dictate the nature of their 

book ownership is significant to Hockliffe’s decisions in terms of his business model.  

 

During this early period, the relationship between children and their books could be 

contentious. Leah Price’s discussion draws on the work of Katie Trumpener, noting how the 

narratives of books written for children would often include the promotion of other books from 

the same publisher.77 These were supported by representations of children ‘coveting 

gorgeously bound books’ which attracted criticism from Evangelical writers who, from an anti-

consumerism stance,  criticised  ‘greedy children [who] fixate on the books as a thing to be 

owned’.78 Publishers were promoting the idea of children becoming literary consumers and 

were countered by those who were concerned that such consumerism was overly indulgent and 

could come at the cost of reading. Whether children could or should own books was navigated 

successfully by Hockliffe who offered both options to his customers.  

 

 
76 Grenby, Adults Only? p.34. 
77 Trumpener suggests stories would “puff up” other stories from the same publishing house using books as a 
platform for cross-promotion. Embedding advertising in stories was a way to market books to the unsuspecting 
child reader. See Leah Price, How to do Things with Books in Victorian Britain (New Jersey: Princeton 
University Press, 2012), p.90. 
78 Ibid p.91.  
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Writing in the nineteenth century, Henry Curwen’s account of circulating libraries and, in 

particular, his discussion of Mudie’s scheme, offers an intriguing insight into the aspirations 

and appeal of such establishments.79 Grenby indicates that the golden age of these libraries was 

coming to a close in 1848,80 but Mudie did not open his first small shop until 1840. His rapid 

expansion resulted in the opening of a vast library on New Oxford Street, London in 1852, 

complete with thousands of books.  Curwen describes how the library received some eight 

thousand calls a week for home deliveries. The lower floors were home to the most popular 

and current works with the higher floors reserved for works of diminishing popularity. The 

basement brimmed with books no longer required which were packaged into parcels and 

‘principally purchased by the country circulating libraries, and by shoppers to the colonies’.81 

David Kastan is critical of what he perceives as an aggressive business model which, due to its 

buying power (7.5 million books across the century), Mudie’s scheme effectively dominated 

the publishing market.82  Mudie exerted his power to push up prices forcing consumers to 

borrow from his libraries as they could not afford to buy. According to Kastan, Mudie’s ‘second 

innovation’ was to implement a system which focussed on the ‘moral screening of books, 

regardless of their commercial promise or artistic merit’ with little resistance as many people 

in Victorian Britain considered ‘censorship as proper’.83 Given the impact of the Mudie scheme 

on the book trade and his impressive flagship store in London, it is difficult to imagine that an 

aspirational entrepreneur like Frederic Hockliffe was not influenced in some way by both its 

successes and controversies. 

 

 
79 Henry Curwen, A History of Booksellers: The Old and New (London: Chatto & Windus, 1874), p.436. 
80 Grenby, Adults Only? 
81 Curwen. 
82 David S. Kastan, The Oxford Encyclopaedia of British Literature. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006), 
VI, p.8. 
83 Ibid. 
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Frederic Hockliffe died in 1914, and his obituary describes ‘a connoisseur’ who collected 

‘books, prints, furniture [and] china’, all interests which undoubtedly shaped his business. His 

historical connection with educational books for children is acknowledged, alongside the 

suggestion that ‘it was his knowledge of books which naturally and inevitably brought him the 

connection with the schools’.84 The trading of books and private libraries resulted in ‘a large 

number of very interesting books and documents pass[ing] through Mr. Hockliffe’s hands 

during his business career’, some of which are detailed, including a text written by Alfred 

Tennyson and previously owned by William Thackery who had subsequently signed it, adding 

a poem of his own. However, more pertinently there is a reference to ‘another very interesting 

collection which mainly consisted of old children’s books’.85 It is reasonable to assume that 

these are the books which make up the majority of the current Hockliffe Collection.  Boggis 

confidently states that Hockliffe’s ‘early children’s books [are] now known as the Hockliffe 

Collection’ which appears to be a reference to the same set of books mentioned in the 

obituary.86 However, the final journey of the books has not quite ended as both the business 

and collection of ‘old children’s books’ were inherited by Hockliffe’s son, Frederic Rich, and 

it would be another thirteen years before the Hockliffe Collection was gifted to the Bedford 

Training College.  

 

Frederic Rich Hockliffe’s (FRH) father’s obituary describes a ‘well known Bedfordian’ who 

had not taken ‘office on any public body’, but the same cannot be said for his son who held a 

remarkable number of official posts including town mayor on three separate occasions (see Fig 

1:1).87 He was an alderman and also held senior posts on the Bedford Educational Committee; 

 
84 It is unclear when Hockliffe’s interest in educational books first emerged, he may have acquired knowledge 
about this specific market during his time in London before launching his shop. 
85 Bedford Times & Independent, Friday 20th February 1914. 
86 Boggis, p. v. 
87 Bedford Times & Independent, Friday 20th February 1914. 
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the Borough Food Control Committee; the War Pensions Committee; the National Chamber of 

Trade and the Bedford Burial Board.88  These commitments saw his participation in various 

fundraising events, launching new initiatives and delivering opening speeches, all alongside 

the management of the book and “fancy goods” business. It appears that FRH’s aspirations 

were different from those of his father and realistically, the amount of time available to invest 

in the day-to-day running of the business must have been reduced significantly. However, it 

was the continuation of his father’s interests in the book trade and education sector in 

conjunction with his prominence in the local community, that resulted in the final editing of 

the Hockliffe Collection in preparation for its donation in 1927. 

 

 

Fig 1:1: Frederic Rich Hockliffe as Town Mayor 

 

FRH’s status in the local community is perhaps indicative of the credibility associated with the 

Hockliffe name and brand; their long-term success carried connotations of corporate prowess 

intertwined with cultural products. Advertisements placed during FRH’s ownership 

increasingly forefront fancy goods over the previously prioritised educational works, and their 

 
88 Frederic Rich Hockliffe was Town Mayor in 1915, 1916 and 1918, respectively. See Bedford Borough 
Council (2109) Mayors of Bedford 20th Century. Available at: bedford.gov.uk. [Accessed August 5th 2016]. 
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adverts now include images of products to entice buyers. A range of select foreign items were 

retailed including ‘Italian peasant basket work and Italian pottery’ alongside ‘Russian peasant 

woodwork’89, and by 1925 they stocked contemporary items such as the Corona typewriter.90 

The Hockliffe circulating library continued to operate with ‘new books offered at greatly 

reduced prices’.91 Aside from the name change and development of new product lines, the 

transition from father to son appears to have made little impact on the fundamental nature of 

the business (see Fig 1:2).92 

 

 

Fig 1:2 F.R. Hockliffe at 86-88 High Street, Bedford.93 

 

Thanks to the shared history of father and son, the link between the school book market and 

the Hockliffe family was not only long-established but secure. FRH’s prominence on the 

Bedford Educational Committee allowed him a direct working relationship with schools that 

saw him personally involved in decision making relating to a wide range of matters from 

 
89 Bedford Times & Independent, Friday 21st November 1924 and the Corona Typewriter was advertised on 
Friday 16th October 1925. 
90 Ibid. 
91 Ibid. 
92 WH Smith later purchased the business and circulating library after the death of FRH. Interestingly, 
Smiths retained the Hockliffe name for many years after indicating the credibility of the historical business 
and brand. 
93 Source: Bedford Borough Council Virtual Library ‘Bedford Highstreet History’ available at: virtual-
library.culturalservices.net. [Accessed: August 5th 2016]. 
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expansions to deciding the wages of teachers. Whether or not FRH shared his father’s passion 

for the book business is unclear, but the shop did continue to trade throughout his lifetime, so 

it is conceivable that, despite his additional commitments, he did.  

 

In 1927 the Bedford Educational Committee, chaired by FRH, was involved with the 

development and launch of a new library at the Bedford Training College. The Duchess of 

Atholl conducted the official opening ceremony, and coverage of the event was featured in the 

Bedford Times and Independent who published a sizable editorial piece on 20th May 1927.94 

The article describes FRH presiding over the proceedings and giving a speech on ‘the evolution 

of child instruction during the past century’.95 The new library includes a ‘fine selection of 

works of reference’ which are ‘a gift collection from Mr F. R. Hockliffe of ancient and modern 

child books, types of which are displayed in a special show case. This collection contains the 

story of the evolution of child-teaching’.96 The Hockliffe family’s long-term interest, 

investment and participation in the education of children had developed into a vocation and 

source of expertise. The resultant Collection offered them the opportunity to share their 

knowledge through a donation that would place the books into a space in which they could be 

studied and used. Boggis states that ‘it was specified under the terms of the gift that the books 

should be housed in special bookcases and be for the use of students’.97  

 

The final editing of the Hockliffe Collection can therefore be credited to FRH. His significant 

involvement with the library project, the public aspect of the donation, and the subject of his 

speech during the opening ceremony, would most likely have meant that he reviewed the 

Collection to check its suitability. The intended nature of the Collection is the historical 

 
94 The Duchess of Atholl was an MP and the Parliamentary Secretary of the Board of Education. 
95 Bedford Times & Independent, Friday 20th May 1927. 
96 Ibid. 
97 Boggis, p. v. 
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evolution of educational books for children, donated in the expectation of passing on 

knowledge and contextual information to future academics. However limited, it is probable 

that FRH added and removed texts on this basis of his perception of suitability. Based on 

publication dates alone, it is apparent that FRH added at least ten books published after 

Hockliffe senior’s death in 1914; they include four Dutch books, a history book and poetry. 

However, given that the shop had continued to trade in second-hand books during FRH’s 

ownership, his contribution may have been more significant as he too had acquired and sold 

books outside of their publication date. The opening of the library provided FRH with the 

opportunity to permanently house and display his extensive Collection of ageing literature.  

 

The majority of the existing Hockliffe Collection does appear to be made up of the original 

Collection collated by Fredric Hockliffe. This conclusion has been reached primarily through 

an analysis of the publication dates. Within all of the various categories contained within the 

Collection, most were published long before Hockliffe senior opened his shop c.1862; some 

were published a century before.98 They were already antique when he acquired them and 

undoubtedly piqued the interest of this knowledgeable bibliophile. In his analysis of children’s 

literary archives, Kidd argues that they tend to ‘result from a bibliophilic rather than a scholarly 

relation to books’ and cites Bernard McTigue’s claim that ‘“only an obsessed amateur” could 

assemble the sort of collections that now find their way regularly into research institutions’.99 

He makes a distinction between academics and collectors; the former approach literature with 

formality, but the latter are ‘preoccupied with the activity of collecting, with the hunt and the 

chase’.100 The size of the Hockliffe archive does suggest that Frederic Hockliffe felt passionate 

 
98 The categories of the Collection are: Fairy Tales & Fables, Stories before 1850, Stories after 1850, Periodicals 
and Annuals, Religious Books, Books of Instruction, Nursery Rhymes & Alphabets, Movable Books & Toys, 
Poetry, Games & Pastimes, Natural Science, Geography & Travel, History & Biography and Mathematics. 
99 Kidd, p.11. 
100 Ibid. 
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about books and was committed to collecting. However, the existence of this particular archive 

is more a consequence of professional practices than personal compulsion; perhaps he occupied 

a space somewhere in between the obsessive collector and the scholar. 

 

Within this distinct archive, there are several categories which present particular features; the 

first is the ‘fairy tale and fables’ category which contains a significant number of cheaply 

produced fairy tales written for children, the sort Grenby identifies as being generally excluded 

from circulating libraries.101 It is therefore probable that Hockliffe also considered these as 

being of poor quality and unsuitable for his business. However, he would have also been aware 

of their popularity and potential value. They were already of significant age and fragility, so 

they were set aside and added to his collection.102 To these earlier fairy tale books, Hockliffe 

added nine later nineteenth-century books which are far more luxurious volumes both in terms 

of production and content. They were all written by famous authors: The Brothers Grimm, 

Charles Perrault, Hans Christian Andersen, Edward Knatchbull-Hugessen, Henry Morley, 

George Cruikshank and Alfred Crowquill. There are a number of possible explanations for 

their inclusion; they may have already been collectable at the time they came into Hockliffe’s 

possession and added on that basis, but they may also, like their counterparts, have been rejects 

which were denied a place within the shop based on their subject matter and consequentially 

added to the growing collection.103 

 

 
101 Grenby, Adults Only? 
102 The affordability and content of such publications made them popular, as demonstrated by their being 
successfully sold on the streets by Hawkers. 
103 For example, a volume entitled Court of Oberon (1823) published by J. Harris and Son has a misprinted title 
which reads Court of Obero, George Cruikshank’s ‘Puss in Boots’ is incomplete.  The advertising specifies an 
interest in buying any books related to George Cruikshank, so this damaged edition may have arrived as a result 
of that request. The damage might have been the reason the books were set aside among the others. Several 
works in the Collection are incomplete. 
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The archive contains a significant number of prose stories published pre-1850 that date back 

to a period at least ten years before the opening of the shop. Again, to a lesser or greater degree, 

the books were already antique and collectable upon their acquisition. The category of prose 

books published after 1850, but before Frederic Hockliffe’s death in 1914, fall within the 

trading years of ‘F. Hockliffe,’ but, given the bookseller’s longevity and propensity for 

purchasing private libraries, this does not mean that the books were acquired at the time of 

publication. There are also mini sub-collections, for example, there are several different books 

by the same author or publisher suggesting that they were individually collected by persons 

unknown but traded together. While this individual could have been Hockliffe himself, it is 

reasonable to conclude that the purchasing of the private libraries from other nineteenth-

century bibliophiles inevitably resulted in the inheritance of book sets. These appear across all 

the different subject areas from prose stories and poetry, to schoolbooks covering a range of 

academic subjects including Natural Science, Geography and Mathematics.  Parents are likely 

to have purchased books published in serial form for the child to progress through and follow. 

 

While they are not frequent, the presence of several exact duplicate books could be either a 

coincidence or for retail within the shop with both options being indicative of popularity. These 

may have been stocked by ‘F. Hockliffe’ or inherited when he took over from the previous 

owner, Mr Rolls, and set aside. Hockliffe may have specifically collected the category of texts 

dedicated to the teaching of religion out of personal interest as many were already antiques. 

These may also have come into his possession through routine trading practices, but they would 

almost certainly have been considered too special to be sold or lent to children. 

 

Unlike the dynastic collections discussed by Potton, the nature of the Hockliffe Collection 

originates from far humbler beginnings. It is as closely connected to the various dimensions of 



 32 

a nineteenth-century bookselling business as it is to the individuals who brought it together. Its 

development into its current form took place over a lengthy sixty-year period and, as 

demonstrated, many of the books are in existence today thanks to their initial exclusion.104 

Excluded from private libraries and rejected from the booksellers and their circulating library 

scheme, their early storage resulted in their fragile pages surviving the challenges of time, 

piquing the interest of their new owner who preserved them as they became increasingly rare 

and significant. The nature of the Hockliffe Collection was shaped by Frederic Hockliffe’s 

expertise and interest in educational texts which had driven so many of his business decisions. 

The inclusion of academic subject books was likely motivated by the desire to preserve history 

and enhance his collection of texts. 

 

Much like the transient second-hand book market, the evolution of the collection was fluid and 

lengthy. Arguably, this specific archive is particularly significant in its entirety as while the 

individual titles might be rare; they could have been interchanged with others of a similar 

subject and time, without altering the overall nature.105 In addition to the opportunity to 

examine individual works and authors, many of whom have received minimal scholarly 

attention, the Collection offers a broad scope for future scholarly investigation which would be 

of interest to a range of interdisciplinary departments.106 

 

The Collection’s unique nature in terms of content is now protected and therefore, relatively 

fixed. The books will not alter, and the only changes to the Collection’s perceptible nature will 

be made by the academic institution who are the custodians of the archive and decide on its 

 
104 Based on the material quality and/or content having been considered unsuitable for loan or sale within the 
specific era it was acquired. 
105 For example, the mathematics books could be exchanged with similar books without altering the nature of 
the Collection overall.  
106 English, Education Studies, Childhood Studies, Eighteenth-century, Nineteenth-Century, Librarians etc. 
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position. Today the books are stored within a locked cabinet inside a temperature-controlled 

room with a locked door. Access to view and work with the books is subject to the approval of 

librarians.  Such decisions undoubtedly ensure the preservation of the books for future 

generations, but also remove the aesthetic in terms of range and scale, which risks reducing 

engagement. The nineteenth-century criticism of private libraries held, but not read feels 

poignant. It is hoped that this investigation into the nature of the Hockliffe Collection will raise 

further questions about this specific archive.  Historical collections of children’s literature are 

of particular importance due to their scarcity. As Grenby suggests this is one of the biggest 

challenges facing researchers in this field, but it also offers exciting opportunities and untapped 

potential.107 

 

Foucault argues that ‘the archive cannot be described in its totality; in its presence it is 

unavoidable. It emerges in fragments, regions and levels, more fully no doubt, and with greater 

sharpness, the greater the time which separates us from it’.108 This process has been an attempt 

to examine the various elements to answer the question of the whole. Our distance allows us 

the opportunity to see connections and anomalies and perhaps an attempt at ascertaining the 

nature is an attempt to locate the thread which passes between the fragments, linking them 

together. Of course, as emphasised by Carolyn Steedman, the archive ‘cannot help with what 

is not actually there’, the missing others that occupy an imagined space that exists beyond the 

materiality.109 

 

This investigation into the nature of the Hockliffe Collection has drawn out a range of factors 

that intertwine and, hopefully, enhance our understanding. The surge of book publishing in the 

 
107 Grenby, ‘Researching Historical Children’s Literature’ in Grenby and Reynolds. 
108 Foucault, Archaeology of Knowledge, p.147. 
109 Carolyn Steedman, Dust (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2001), p.81. 
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nineteenth century impacted on the way that people engaged with their books. They collected, 

and they traded in volumes previously unseen. Book shops diversified and embraced new 

markets, such as the educational sector, which changed how they engaged with children and 

the adults who purchased on their behalf. The increased demand placed pressure on retailers to 

hold more stock and make books readily available through various methods, including 

circulating libraries. These rapid changes brought with them a degree of anxiety, particularly 

concerning children and consumerism. These factors came together and merged with the life 

experiences of Frederic Hockliffe and his son, forming the nature of the Hockliffe Collection.  

 

1:3 Constructing Narratives in the History of a Genre 
 

The history of the literary fairy tale is often romanticised by scholars who have become as 

seduced by their creation as they have by the tales themselves. Marina Warner invites us to 

‘imagine the history of the fairy tale as a map’, and on that map we can visualise a magical 

world of ‘storytellers and inventors gathering, interpreting, revisioning the material’.110 Warner 

evokes enticing imagery of an enchanting tradition of stories shared among regular folk, not 

‘an elite, but among the unlettered’.111 Their “natural” emergence enhances their authenticity 

making them distinct from the ‘literary or ‘arty’ fairy tale, but ‘even when every effort was 

made to keep the two branches apart, fairy tales would insist on becoming literature’.112 Their 

journey into literature would be formalised by writers such as the Jacob and Wilhelm Grimm 

who gathered folk tales from the villages and towns and created literary volumes of fairy tales 

which would be enjoyed by generations. The rise of the folk story from its humble beginnings 

in the homes of the peasantry to the ears and then quills of great authors who in turn scribed 

 
110 Marina Warner, Once Upon a Time: A Short History of the Fairy Tale (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2014), p. xiv. 
111 Ibid. p. xvi. 
112 Ibid. p. xvii. 
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books bringing delight to higher class readers is reminiscent of a “rags-to-riches” plot that is 

so typical of the genre.113  

 

Such an enticing backstory is an integral part of their appeal, but Bottigheimer dismisses the 

idea that ‘folk invented and disseminated fairy tales’ arguing that there is ‘no basis in verifiable 

fact. Literary analysis undermines it, literary history rejects it, social history repudiates it, 

publishing history […] contradicts it’.114 She rejects the established claim that authors such as 

Charles Perrault and Jacob and Wilhelm Grimm collected oral tales and wrote them down, 

arguing that the Grimms’ ‘fifty years of editing can be fairly characterized  as having turned 

widely available tales from literary sources into carefully crafted reflections of contemporary 

folk tales’ which she adds may or may not have been done ‘consciously’.115 The suggestion is 

that the tales are essentially faux-folk as they borrow from historical sources to create tales that 

carry with them a nod to history and a sense of authenticity. The early English tale of ‘Jack the 

Giant Killer’, the subject of Chapter 2 (section 1), is constructed similarly, as Iona and Peter 

Opie convincingly argue; the giant-slaying adventure is essentially an amalgamation of ideas 

drawn from a range of historical sources by an unknown publisher.116 The tale feels ancient, 

but it is a contemporaneous retelling of borrowed ideas reimagined for child readers. By the 

time the nineteenth-century stories of the Hockliffe Collection came into production, tales such 

as Jack’s were already antiquated and so the allusions to a time long past are made all the more 

compelling. 

 

 
113 As discussed in the previous section, it is widely accepted that (in general) early children’s literature was 
targeted towards middle-class children. The subject of ‘class’ will be explored in greater depth in Chapter 6. 
114 Ruth B. Bottigheimer, Fairy Tales: A New History (New York: State University of New York Press, 2010), 
p.1. 
115 Ibid. p.7. 
116 Iona Opie and Peter Opie, The Classic Fairy Tales (London: Book Club Associates, 1974), p.47. This subject 
will be discussed further in Chapter 2, section 1. 
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The tales are formed from a variety of sources, as Elizabeth Wanning Harries argues, ‘all fairy 

tales have a history, that they may have roots in oral narratives, all the stories have been written 

and rewritten, printed and reprinted over centuries’.117 The popularity of the tales and their 

dissemination makes them so familiar as to render them authentic. As Harries notes, 

though the early writers of fairy tales in Italy and France in the seventeenth century 
often claim that they were reproducing stories they had been told (by their nurses or 
grandmothers, from peasant sources). They were usually following written models. The 
history of fairy tales is not primarily a history of oral transmission, but rather a history 
of print.118  

 

The Hockliffe Collection provides material evidence of how publishers engaged with fairy 

tales and rarely are they produced without some alteration. One of the critical features of the 

literary fairy tale is its ability to bend and flex around new ideas. The title page of The Court 

of Oberon (1823) boasts that the tales within the volume have been adjusted ‘to the manners 

of their time’ indicating that nineteenth-century publishers may have been less concerned with 

maintaining the idea of a master version.119 Chapter 3 (section 1) demonstrates how the tale of 

‘Tom Thumb’ was repeatedly reimagined showing how even the most subtle revisions can 

have a significant impact on plot and characterisation. 

 

Acknowledging that the ideas we hold dear about the origins of the fairy tale ‘are hard to shake 

off’, Harries argues that fairy tales are essentially ‘imitations of what various literary cultures 

have posited as traditional, the authentic, or non-literary’.120 Rudd cautions against readings 

that ‘produce their own “truth effects”; that is evidence seems to follow the adoption of a 

particular explanatory framework or paradigm’ and warns that the commonly held view that 

authors like Perrault are responsible for the stories ‘effaces a rich written tradition to which 

 
117 Elizabeth Wanning Harries, Twice Upon a Time: Women Writers and the History of the Fairy Tale 
(Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 2018), p.4. 
118 Ibid. 
119 The Court of Oberon (London: J Harris and Son, 1823).  
120 Ibid. 
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many female contemporaries of Perrault also contributed’.121 The examination of many 

different versions of early nineteenth-century fairy tales (of the Hockliffe Collection) provides 

ample evidence of how publishers capitalised on historical framing, the publications of others 

and felt entitled to make revisions as they saw fit. There is little evidence of status or the 

preservation of a truth – quite the opposite; they viewed them as tales in need of improvement. 

They are alternative versions of a concept, and the textual revisions provide valuable insight 

into ideological concerns and contribute to a historical publishing phenomenon. To ignore and 

reject these books is at best selective and at worst an act of presentism.  

 

One of the most challenging issues when arguing that the tales are authentic representations of 

an oral folk tradition comes down to a lack of factual evidence and too much reliance on what 

can be deduced. Zipes concedes  that ‘it is impossible to trace the historical origins and 

evolution of fairy tales,’ but argues that they ‘are rooted in oral traditions [but…] were never 

given titles, nor did they exist in the forms in which they are told, printed, painted, recorded, 

performed, filmed, and manufactured today’.122 This position is problematic but, as Zipes 

argues, since the development of speech, people have told stories and constructed mythical 

ideas; this is undisputed, but claims about the origins of the literary tale should not be 

speculative. Bottigheimer convincingly argues that there must be evidence, or we risk ‘going 

against the grain of every scholarly undertaking since the scientific revolution made evidence 

the central plant of its platform’.123 Removing this narrative from the tales allows the print 

history to come into focus and each different retelling becomes significant.124 Further analysis 

of this ambiguity is beyond the scope of this thesis, but the idea of tales written to appear 

 
121 Rudd (2010).  
122 Jack Zipes, The Irresistible Fairy Tale: The Cultural and Social History of a Genre (Princeton, New Jersey: 
Princeton University Press, 2012), p.2. 
123 Bottigheimer, A New History, p.2. 
124 The retellings of the corpus were published in the nineteenth century and so are revised versions of literary 
tales. 
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historical is pertinent to the censorship of fairy tales and the rejection of texts based on 

perceived inferiority.  

 

As mentioned in the first section of this introduction, Zipes also makes assumptions about the 

content of fairy tale retellings which he argues were produced to counter and subvert their 

didactic counterparts.125 However, as will be demonstrated in the following chapters, classic 

tales were altered to be consistent with the morality tradition. This claim by Zipes creates 

another false narrative and fantasy that is undermined by reading the tales. It is illogical to 

argue that nineteenth-century publishers were opposed to, and sought to undermine, other 

popular story types that they also published. They were in the business of making money and 

produced stories they believed would sell. 

 

Nineteenth-Century Fairy Tales of the Hockliffe Collection 

Acknowledging that authors such as the Grimms most likely drew on a variety of influences 

and crafted fairy tales that are considered so wonderful that they become canonised, brings 

them in line with other successful works of fiction. They also sit among their less successful 

counterparts published in an attempt to capitalise on the enticing feel of historicity and truth. 

Published over 200 years ago, the fairy tales of this research have an established history and, 

when examined alongside other prose stories of the time, the practice of borrowing and sharing 

ideas becomes apparent.126  A significant aspect of the findings is that they demonstrate how 

publishers continuously rewrote classic fairy tales to accommodate different ideological 

positions which was almost certainly motivated by the desire to target particular consumers. 

 
125 Zipes, Victorian Fairy Tales.  
126 The development of the moral fairy tale was discussed in the first section of this introduction. See Grenby, 
Tame Fairies, and Richardson. 
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Publishers competed with one and other, and presented similar ideas, but with finely nuanced 

differences. 

 

The nineteenth-century fairy tales and other stories of the Hockliffe Collection were published 

during a period when children’s literature as a commercial enterprise was in full bloom. Before 

the eighteenth-century, the development of children’s literature had been a gradual process 

intrinsically linked to the evolution of the concept of childhood.127 Phillipe Ariès’ controversial 

research Centuries of Childhood (1962) argued that childhood did not exist in Medieval times, 

locating it as a modern phenomenon. Ariès was not suggesting that children were not 

recognised during the pre-Modern era, but argues that there ‘was not an awareness of the 

particular nature of childhood’.128  Lerer suggests that ‘for Ariès, childhood was not some 

essential or eternal quality in human life, but was instead a category of existence shaped by 

social mores and historical experiences’.129 Such strong claims attracted equally strong 

criticism and inspired an interdisciplinary response which provided a wave of evidence to the 

contrary and Ariès was largely discredited.130 However, as Grenby argues, his ‘general 

observation that children gradually became the object of greater parental and societal solicitude 

and psychological interest remains convincing’.131  

 

People of earlier periods did recognise childhood as a distinct period, as Lerer argues: the 

‘Greeks, Romans, Byzantines and Anglo-Saxons, Renaissance and Revolutionary cultures all 

 
127 Grenby, ‘The Origins of Children’s Literature’,  p.7. 
128 Philippe Ariès, Centuries of Childhood. (London: Pimlico, 1996). Ariès’ work was primarily based on the 
argument that children were portrayed as mini-adults in art, p.125. 
129 Lerer, p.2. 
130 Corsaro acknowledges there were ‘problems with ambiguity and sweeping generalizations’ in Ariès’s work, 
but his research remains significant, particularly in recognising childhood in terms of being a social construct. 
William A. Corsaro, The Sociology of Childhood (London: Pine Forge Press, 2005), np. 
131 Grenby, ‘The Origins of Children’s Literature’, p.7.  The previous section of this chapter explored how ‘F. 
Hockliffe’ capitalised on the increased attention being paid to the specific needs of children in terms of goods 
and services. 
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had clearly defined concepts of the child, and, in turn, canons, of children’s literature’.132  

Townsend suggests that ‘it could be said that the pre-history of children’s literature has two 

branches: the material that was intended specially for children or young people, but was not a 

story, and the material that was a story but was not meant specially for children’.133 If children 

could read, then they read, and there were a variety of texts available, but they were not yet 

organised as a distinct category or recognised as a commercial opportunity.  

 

The development of children’s literature as a publishing sector was a gradual process, and 

Harvey Darton argues that ‘roughly speaking, under its terms, there were no children’s books 

in England before the seventeenth century and very few even then’.134  Nikolajeva’s evaluation 

supports Darton’s view arguing that it ‘emerged in a larger scale because at some point in the 

seventeenth century people began to recognize that childhood was a special period in people’s 

lives and that children had their own special needs,’135 an overly simplistic view of how earlier 

societies viewed their children. Scholars agree that children shared and enjoyed a range of 

books such as Aesops Fables and John Bunyan’s The Pilgrims Progress that would have been 

readily available in their homes. In Some Thoughts Concerning Education (1693) Locke 

recommends Aesop’s Fables for its ability to introduce ‘stories apt to delight and entertain a 

child, may yet afford useful reflections to a grown man’.136 Locke’s work alone substantiates 

that the distinct needs of children were being explored and evaluated during the seventeenth 

century. However, Darton is dismissive of Locke’s influence, arguing that his ideas were a 

 
132 Ibid. p.2. 
133 John R. Townsend, Written for Children: An Outline of English Language Children’s Literature (Maryland: 
Scarecrow Press, 1996, p.12. In her analysis of early children’s reading, Kimberley Reynolds suggests that 
children would also have used early reading primers such as John Amos Comenius’s Orbis Sensualium Pictus 
(1658) as part of their education. Kimberly Reynolds, Children’s Literature: A Very Brief Introduction (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2011), p.6. 
134 Darton excludes books that he views as schoolbooks or those which were overtly didactic. Harvey Darton, 
p.1. 
135 Maria Nikolajeva , Aspects and Issues in the History of Children’s Literature (Westport, Connecticut, 
London: Greenwood Publishing, 1995), p. ix. 
136 H. Woodhall, The Works of John Locke, 5th edn. (London, 1768). Also cited in Harvey Darton, p.96. 
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formalisation of existing practices and that his recommendations are no more ‘than a summing 

up of what was gradually happening to the text of ‘Aesop’.137 However, the category of 

children’s literature was advancing during the seventeenth century, and writers were 

considering its significance. 

 

Arguing that the general historical development of children’s literature is the same in most 

countries, Nikolajeva suggests that firstly, it begins as: 

adult literature, as well as folklore (folktales, myths, fables), adapted to what is believed 
to be the needs and interests of children, according to accepted and dominating views 
on child upbringing; next, didactic, educational stories written directly for children 
appeared. Most often these two periods overlap. Children’s literature system began to 
detach itself from the adult system.138  

 
Once the concept of children’s literature was established, opportunities were recognised, and 

an increasing variety of books were written specifically for the child.  Darton claims that during 

this period, ‘children were, educationally, disciples of either Locke or Rousseau’.139 The 

influence of Locke’s Some Thoughts permeates the prose books of the Hockliffe Collection 

supporting the idea that publishers of the more didactic texts consciously used the treatise as a 

basis from which to create new stories and alter the old.140 However, Darton argues that ‘Locke 

knew exactly what strict, but not too unkind English mothers did’ and so it is equally probable 

that publishers created texts that were consistent with the dominant child-rearing practices of 

their time.141  

 

 
137 Harvey Darton. 
138 Nikolajeva, Aspects and Issues, p. x. 
139 Harvey Darton, p.111. 
140 Locke, Some Thoughts. 
141 Harvey Darton. Townsend describes Locke’s text as ‘a rational and more liberal approach’ while Rousseau’s 
Emile (1762) promoted a more natural approach to learning. The evolution of children’s literature navigated a 
plethora of views and ideas in an attempt to attract readers from a variety of ideological standpoints. Townsend, 
p.24. 
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There is a consensus that children’s literature took on its commercial form in the eighteenth-

century when, as Grenby notes, a variety of legal and technical advancements meant that ‘even 

mainstream publishers found that they could not ignore the profits to be made from this new 

market’.142 Most scholars attribute the continued success to John Newbery whom Townsend 

argues  ‘of all the early publishers […] was by far the best known and most successful, and did 

most to set the trade going’.143 Newbery published A Pretty Little Pocket Book (1744) which 

was a commercial success with 10,000 copies sold over the following sixteen years.144 Darton 

locates Newbery’s A Little Pretty Pocket Book as a “key” publication’ that was sold with a ball 

for boys and a pincushion for girls to attract readers and buyers.145 However, Grenby points 

out that Newbery had competition from other publishers such Thomas Boreman and Mary and 

Thomas Cooper, but acknowledges that ‘only Newbery’s enterprise endured’ and that was 

thanks to his ‘durable formula: the encasement of the instructive material that adults thought 

that their children would need within an entertaining format that children might be supposed 

to want’.146 The outcome was, as Tunnell and Jacobs suggest, an established and successful 

‘children’s-book-only publishing house – the first of its kind’.147 Newbery’s success and 

subsequent investment in launching a children’s literature publishing business bolstered 

confidence in the category, and other publishers followed suit. The prose stories of the 

Hockliffe Collection provide evidence of the Lockean/Newbery approach to children’s books 

and their attempt to merge instruction and entertainment.  

 
142 Grenby, ‘The Origins of Children’s Literature’, p.6. 
143 Townsend, p.15. For details of Newbery’s career, see Ian Maxted, ‘Newbery, John’ (bap. 1713, d. 1767) in 
Oxford Diction of National Biography. 
144 Shirley Granathan, John Newbery: Father of Children’s Literature. (Minnesota: ABDO Publishing, 2009), p. 
52-54.  
145 Harvey Darton. Patrick Fleming argues that Newbery followed ‘Locke’s pedagogical theories’ but suggests 
that the suggestion of material rewards was a deviation. Locke was averse to rewards and punishments that 
involved ‘“pains and pleasures of the body”’, See Patrick C. Fleming, ‘The Rise of the Moral Tale: Children's 
Literature, the Novel, and ‘The Governess’’, Eighteenth-Century Studies, 46 (2013), pp. 463–477. JSTOR 
www.jstor.org/stable/23524190. [Accessed: March 12th 2019]. 
146 Grenby, Origins of Children’s Literature,  p.4. 
147 Michael O. Tunnell and James S. Jacobs, ‘The Origins and History of American Children’s Literature’, 
Reading Teacher, 67 (2013), pp 80-86. [Accessed: March 20th 2019]. 
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The fairy tale was assimilated into this new emergent market, making a significant contribution 

to its success. Publishers employed writers to reproduce the tales of Charles Perrault, Madame 

d’Aulnoy and others in an attempt to capitalise on this opportunity, but there was some 

scepticism about their place in children’s literature as Townsend argues: 

In the Age of Reason they appeared uncouth and irrational: the French courtly revival 
associated with the names of Perrault and Mme d’Aulony had no strong echo in 
England [and] in general, anything that smacked of impossibility, absurdity, unbridled 
fancy was alien to eighteenth-century ways of thought.148  
 

However, the tales of the French writers had become established by the nineteenth-century, 

and retellings of Charles Perrault’s tales dominate the fairy stories of the Hockliffe Collection. 

The books did have their critics, including Evangelical moralists who rejected the idea that 

children should be taught about magic and wish fulfilment over pleasing God and an 

industrious work ethic.149 However, as the field of children’s literature grew, so did the literary 

fairy tale, and with the publication of popular favourites by Jacob and Wilhelm Grimm’s 

Household Tales (1812) and Hans Christian Andersen’s Original Fairy Tales (1835) their 

future was secured.150 They offered escapism to readers and, as Tunnell argues, provided a 

contrast to ‘stories about contemporary life [which] remained preachy and pious’ until later in 

the century.151  As will be demonstrated throughout this thesis, the journey of the fairy tale and 

its relationship to the ‘preachy and pious’ was not neat and linear but sprawling and 

overlapping. Many were being produced quickly and cheaply, abridged and unabridged, 

rewritten and repeated, all at the same time. The magical and the didactic fell within the same 

category and a merging and sharing of ideas became inevitable.152 

 
148 Townsend, p.30 
149 Publishers such as the Religious Tract Society produced tales that incorporated explicit criticism of fairy 
tales.  
150 Ibid. 
151 Tunnell and Jacobs. 
152 The fairy tales of the Hockliffe Collection demonstrates the variety of ways that the texts were reproduced; 
chapbook and leather-bound editions share the same shelves. This study draws on intertextual connections that 
occur between the two categories of prose books. 
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The relationship between children’s literature and pedagogy is undeniable, as Nikolajeva notes: 

‘we cannot ignore the simple fact that most books for children were in fact produced solely for 

educational purposes’.153  Texts which had previously been enjoyed by children, but intended 

for adults, were rewritten for the child reader with specific lessons enhanced.  The pursuit of 

pedagogical goals exacerbates the problematic presence of adults; O’Sullivan emphasises how 

in the ‘production, publication, and marketing by authors and publishing houses; the part 

played by critics, librarians, booksellers, and teachers as intermediaries – at every stage of 

literary communication we find adults acting for children’.154 This is part of what Jacqueline 

Rose refers to as the ‘impossibility of children’s literature’ as ‘children’s literature sets up a 

world in which the adult comes first […and that there is] no body of literature which rests so 

openly on an acknowledged difference, a rupture almost, between writer and addressee’.155 The 

asymmetric power relations between the adults that produced the books and the child reader is 

problematic and cannot be reconciled. Reader-response theorists (Chambers 1977, Iser 1976, 

Tabbert 1980, among others) identify how this problem is made apparent by the presence of 

single, dual and multiple address forms in children’s books.156 The stories of this research are 

explicit in their intention to instruct and make little or no attempts to conceal the adult or their 

pedagogical intentions. The address is often dual as the books double as a parenting guide on 

current methods of child-rearing and this approach becomes apparent in Chapter 3, which 

examines the criticism of mothers who are almost certainly intended to heed the warnings 

alongside their child. 

 

 
153 Nikolajeva, Aspects and Issues, p. x. 
154 O'Sullivan, E., ‘Comparative Children's Literature’, PMLA, 126 (2011), 189–196. JSTOR, 
www.jstor.org/stable/41414091. p.191. [Accessed: August 18th 2018]. 
155 Jacqueline Rose, The Case of Peter Pan: or The Impossibility of Children’s Fiction (Hampshire and London: 
Macmillan Press Limited, 1994), p.2. 
156 O'Sullivan. 
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The chapters of the thesis explore a variety of finely nuanced ideas that cross categories and 

reveal shared narratives. In her analysis of  “intertextuality” in children’s literature, Wilkie- 

Stibbs  argues that this term was first coined by Julia Kristeva (1969) when developing a theory 

that would build on that of Mikhail Bakhtin (1973) who positioned the text ‘in relation to three 

coordinates: of the writer, the text and exterior texts’.157 Acceptance of intertextual 

relationships undermines all claims to a pure original form as each is the construction of 

familiar ideas and concepts. Kristeva argues: ‘any text is a mosaic of quotations; any text is the 

absorption and transformation of another’.158 The chapters of this thesis examine how the books 

interrelate to one and other, and an analysis of the plethora of variations further undermines 

the fantasy of a pure form. 

 

As suggested by Wilkie-Stibbs, further refinements were made to the theory of intertextuality 

by Jonathan Culler (1981) and Roland Barthes (1970/1975) who incorporated ‘the reader as a 

constituent component’, which engages with the way meaning is derived by the reader/viewer 

who recognises ‘embedded codes’.159  Texts comprise a myriad of other texts, and language 

and ideas gain meaning through recognition by the reader: ‘Retellings, parodies, and simple, 

subtle, and complex forms of interaction between literatures from different languages and 

cultures are among the subjects of intertextuality, in which links between pretext and intertext 

are explicit’.160 The representations of punishment that cross between the retellings and original 

stories of this research contain embedded codes that were identifiable to readers of the time. 

Chapter 4 identifies a specific punishment that upon first identification seems obscure but 

 
157 Wilkie-Stibbs describes Bakhtin as being the first to view the text in terms of ‘a fluid function’ between the 
‘writer/text’ and the ‘text/context’ (180). Christine Wilkie-Stibbs ‘Intertextuality and the Child Reader’, in 
International Companion Encyclopaedia of Children’s Literature, ed. by Peter Hunt (Oxon and New York: 
Routledge, 2004), pp 179-190 (p.180).  
158 Ibid.  
159 Wilkie-Stibbs, Intertextuality. 
160 O'Sullivan, p.191. 
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becomes more evident and transparent as similar ideas are identified in other books both within 

the corpus and beyond.161 The embedded codes are revealed through their repetition, and the 

reader successfully infers meaning.  

 

Research Findings: An Introduction     
 
Chapter 2, 'The Giant Problem of Punishment in Nineteenth-Century Fairy Tales’, explores 

how methods of punishment were reviewed and revised across the century. When assessing 

giants/ogres, it became apparent that around the mid-century writers began to reimagine their 

punishment. Initially, the stories were not read chronologically; however, when placed in order 

of publication date, it appears that traditional depictions of torturing and killing giants were 

superseded by alternative non-violent punishments. When examined within a Foucauldian 

framework, the changes made to the punishment of the giants follow a similar trajectory to 

those seen in Britain during the eighteenth century.162  This chapter is composed of three 

sections that navigate how the punishment of giants progresses from violence, through 

censorship to reform and rehabilitation. This ideological shift is not concerned with the giants, 

who remain criminal throughout. It is concerned with the morality of the hero who must evolve 

to remain heroic. This study evidences a pivotal point at which the relationship between the 

child and giant began its progression towards the more peaceful alliance found today. 

 

Section 1, 'Criminal, Executioner and Spectator: Resistance and Subversion in Nineteenth-

Century editions of ‘Jack the Giant Killer’, compares and analyses several early nineteenth-

century versions of the tale. By adopting a Foucauldian lens, the books become contextualised 

by historical debates that surrounded issues of capital punishment and violence in society. As 

 
161 Chapter 4 explores the punishment of stripping females of their clothing and the analysis draws on a range of 
texts and traditions. 
162 Foucault, Discipline and Punish. 
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with any significant ideological shift, the issues were divisive, the debates contentious, and 

change was slow. However, by the time these particular versions of the story came into 

production, the debate was mostly over. Jack's tale is the most violent of the corpus and tends 

to feature several illustrations that emphasise the scenes in which the giants are killed. This 

section will explore this story alongside concerns of the era and argue that its continued 

publication is subversive and indicative of a market that rejected contemporaneous notions of 

non-violence and self-restraint. The story of a brave boy knight who travels the land hanging, 

decapitating and disembowelling giants defied all censorship and was nostalgic of another 

time.  

 

Section 2, ‘Saving the Giant: Cruikshank, Controversy and the Alternative Ending’, turns 

attention to renowned caricaturist and book illustrator, George Cruikshank, who has received 

much acclaim for his illustrations of the Brothers Grimm’s German Popular Tales, and made 

an outstanding contribution to children’s literature. However, his decision to reimagine and 

censor classic fairy tales attracted scathing criticism that continues to overshadow his 

achievements.163 Like so many before him, Cruikshank found some aspects of the tales 

objectionable and made alterations that he undoubtedly considered to be improvements. As an 

abstainer and member of the Teetotal Movement, Cruikshank held strong views about the 

negative impact of alcohol on society which he was already expressing in his art and the revised 

fairy tales would prove no different. His decisions attracted fierce criticism from his former 

friend and colleague Charles Dickens, which has drawn considerable scholarly attention. The 

public spat between these two literary greats has not only overshadowed the illustrious career 

of the artist, but it has also obscured Cruikshank’s alterations to the punishment of giants which 

 
163 G Cruikshank, George Cruikshank’s Fairy Library (London: George Bell and Sons, 1885). Originally 
published c.1853. 
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were almost certainly motivated by his personal views on capital punishment as Cruikshank 

introduced penal laws to punish the giant who is subjected to a trial and imprisoned for his 

crimes.  

 

Section 3,‘Beyond Punishment: Appeasing the Giant in Alfred Crowquill’s ‘The Grateful 

Ogre,’ and Edward Knatchbull-Hugessen’s ‘The Lost Prince’ explores how giants are punished 

in fairy tales published in the latter part of the century, in two original fairy tales by Alfred 

Crowquill and Edward Knatchbull-Hugessen, respectively. Both of these authors made a 

considerable contribution to the field but have received little scholarly attention. Crowquill’s 

story of ‘Kindness and Cruelty; or, The Grateful Ogre’ can be read as a response to ‘Jack the 

Giant Killer’ as it features similar elements, but the response of the hero is subversive. Peter 

resists the temptations of violence and instead opts for compassion and cooperation. 

Knatchbull-Hugessen’s ‘The Lost Prince’ is witty and satirical, featuring an industrialised giant 

who, despite kidnapping a prince, is permitted to keep his freedom so long as he promises to 

behave better in the future. Throughout the century, the offences of the giants remain criminal, 

but the methods of punishment shift as they had become contradictory to a form of hegemonic 

masculinity that promoted self-restraint over violence. It would not be until the twentieth 

century that the giant would be reimagined and relieved of his crimes.  

 

Chapter 3, 'Punishing Relationships: Motherhood and Other Offences’, interrogates how 

representations of punishment engage with depictions of the maternal. Nineteenth-century 

publishers reproduced old tales but adjusted them to suit their new age, and the Hockliffe 

Collection provides evidence of this practice. These writers and publishers are likely to have 

considered their versions to be successful hybrids that improved the dubious morality of the 

hero while retaining entertaining aspects of his adventures. However, as will be shown, this 
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editing process can have far-reaching consequences in terms of characterisation and plot. The 

assessment of punishment identified a recurring theme of 'mother blaming' in which the mother 

becomes the scapegoat for her son's flaws. Underpinned by motherhood theory, the first two 

sections of the chapter focus on mothers who are paradoxically both weak and dangerous. The 

third section looks at the parent-child relationship from a different perspective and evaluates 

stories which on the one hand promote childhood safety and accident awareness, but on the 

other, present accidents as punishments for parental disobedience. All three sections engage 

with a variety of texts, publishers, authors, issues and themes that have received minimal or no 

scholarly attention to date. The analysis of the complexities of the relationship between parent 

and child and the theme of 'mother blaming' make a valuable contribution to the contemporary 

field of motherhood studies and provides new insight into the revisions made to established 

tales. 

 

Section 1, ‘The History of ‘Tom Thumb’ and the Culpability of Motherhood’, explores several 

versions of ‘Tom Thumb’ within the corpus demonstrating how both Tom and his mother were 

subject to clumsy rewrites that alter the tale entirely. Focussing on editions published by John 

Harris is it argued that these versions strip Tom of his heroism, the tale of its humour, and a 

mother of her worth.164 This evaluation of Harris and his practices is original, and the section 

also challenges the tendency, by scholars, to merge the English tale of 'Tom Thumb' with 

Perrault's 'Little Thumb" to the detriment of the former. 

 

Section 2, ‘Spare the Rod, Kill the Mother!’ further explores ideas raised in the first section by 

introducing texts which not only blame the mother but also present her as so fragile that her 

 
164 This chapter challenges the assumptions of Jack Zipes who identifies Harris as a publisher who produced 
‘classic’ fairy tales to attack the morality traditions. This section of the research demonstrates how Harris 
actually altered tales to complement those traditions.  
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son's poor behaviour might kill her. When Benjamin Tabart published 'Jack and the Beanstalk' 

at the turn of the nineteenth century, he included a fairy scene which has been discussed by 

scholars particularly in relation to the mother’s role in delivering a clumsy back story which 

reveals that the giant had killed Jack's father and stolen his wealth. Jack's actions are justified 

as he avenges the death of his father, recovering his lost riches. However, it appears that Tabart 

also addressed Jack's lazy and idle disposition by explicitly blaming his mother for his flaws. 

The mother laments in the absence of her son, and her neuroticism almost kills her. Tabart is 

not alone, and other stories emerged that also present mothers who are so fragile that separation 

from their sons could kill them.  

 

Section 3, ‘Parental Disobedience, Accidents and other Unfortunate Events', examines how 

accidents are presented as a punishment for poor choices and parental disobedience. This 

section draws together several fascinating texts written to raise awareness of dangers as part of 

a safety awareness initiative. The tales provide an intriguing insight into the risks faced by 

children during the nineteenth century, but these safety stories are complicated by the addition 

of an explicit, and frequently cruel, critique of the injured child for the offence of parental 

disobedience. The idea of accidents as punishments is explored through the comparative 

analysis of unknown texts which are considered within the context of contemporary safety 

campaigns and the appeal of sharing bad news – a form of oral storytelling that still exists 

today. 

 

Chapter 4, ‘Riches to Rags: Stripping Back the Nineteenth Century Girl’, explores a specific 

form of female punishment that is evident within the corpus. Through the assessment of 

punishment and the formulation of a category that was explicitly concerned with the 

punishment of girls, a particular motif emerged that has not received scholarly attention to date. 
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This chapter focuses on scenes in which girls are stripped of borrowed clothing and sent to the 

parish. This female-specific punishment is examined alongside similar ideas and demonstrates 

the vulnerable status of female identity and the lack of feminine agency during this period. 

These representations of punishment are nuanced and contextualised by historical issues which 

would have been recognisable to readers of the time. Women and girls were restricted to the 

domestic sphere and dressed accordingly, but if they fall short of expectations, then they can 

easily be stripped of their identity and ejected into harsh realities that lie beyond their middle-

class life.  

 

Chapter 5, ‘Phantoms in the Minds of Children: Punishing Places in Nineteenth-Century 

Stories for Children’, focusses on punishments and suffering that are related to class demotion. 

During this period of demotion, characters are invariably presented as superior before 

eventually being restored to their rightful economic and social status. This particular idea can 

be found in both fairy and morality tales and is another problematic implication of revisions 

made to established tales. Publishers, in their attempts to improve the conduct of the hero, 

inadvertently or intentionally alter their social class. These ideas promote a correlation between 

wealth and deservedness that reduces those of the lower working class to 'other'. This chapter 

explores how books produced primarily for a middle-class readership punish lower-class 

characters drawing on Foucauldian and post-Marxist theory. This particular analysis of class 

builds on existing scholarship through the addition of new texts and themes from a variety of 

sources. 

 

Chapter 6, ‘In Search of Humanity: Cruelty, Depravity and Punished Bodies in Children’s 

Stories of the Nineteenth Century’, begins with an introduction to a variety of texts that seek 

to educate the child reader about the appropriate management of animals. The stories share an 
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abhorrence of animal cruelty but diverge on a range of socio-political issues. Tales that feature 

sadistic acts of animal abuse also contain some of the severest punishments that express fears 

about the dark potential of childhood. This introduction is followed by a section titled: ‘Animal 

Metamorphoses: Punitive Transformations, Broken Promises and Virtuous Sacrifice in 

Nineteenth-Century Fairy Tales’, which explores texts that feature punitive metamorphosis 

with a focus on humans transformed into animals. This ancient theme is examined through the 

comparative analysis of well-known stories written by Madame d'Aulnoy and original fairy 

tales written in the late nineteenth century by Henry Morley and Edward Knatchbull-Hugessen. 

This section draws on gender theory and incorporates stories that have received no scholarly 

attention. 
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Chapter 2 
 

The Giant Problem of Punishment in Nineteenth-Century 
Fairy Tales 

 
2:1 Criminal, Executioner and Spectator: Resistance and Subversion 

in Nineteenth-Century editions of  
‘Jack the Giant Killer’  

 

 
 
 

Fig. 2:1 
He immediately tied a slip-knot at the ends of each rope, and as the giants were coming 

through the gates he threw the ropes over their heads, and made them fast to the iron window 
bars, pulling them tight until he had choked them both. When they were black in the face, he 

slid down the ropes, and stabbed them to the heart1

 
 

In the late-eighteenth and early-nineteenth century, two significant developments were 

progressing in Great Britain which on the surface appear unrelated, but their relationship with 

the socialisation of children would see them collide and merge. The first was the seismic 

overhaul of capital punishment, the debate surrounding which had incorporated a general 

critique of violent behaviour in society. The second was the expansion of the children’s book 

 
 



 54 

market which saw a surge in the publication of both new and traditional stories which included 

the reproduction of historical fairy tales.1 The changes made to the penal systems had been 

contentious, divisive and long-running. Dennis Butts argues that ‘an era’s events, ideologies 

and zeitgeist deeply influence what is written and are more important, more pervasively 

penetrating, than a simple framing device for a story’.  It is, therefore, to be anticipated that 

such a momentous change would be both reflected in and constructed by the new children’s 

literature of the time, particularly concerning emerging ideas about desirable masculinity and 

the rejection of violence.2 Fairy tales were being produced for a new market in a new age, but 

their content was already antiquated. This heritage was a significant part of their appeal as their 

historical framing evoked pleasurable feelings of nostalgia and conveyed the zeitgeist of 

another place and time. Butts stresses that literature ‘can react against, protest, subvert or seek 

to change what appears to be dominant. And if a society or its leading ideology is divided or 

contradictory, its literature reveals those diversions and contradictions too’.3 Tales that 

continue to be published through and beyond a significant ideological shift can be interpreted 

as subversive, either intentionally or unintentionally. Fairy tales function as both the 

preservation of old ideas is justified by their heritage which can, in turn, be used as a 

smokescreen for publishing texts that have become increasingly contentious. This section will 

focus on the punishment of the giants in ‘Jack the Giant Killer’ locating the tale within its 

nineteenth-century publishing context and its place within the Hockliffe Collection.4 This story 

 
1 While there are examples children reading books prior to the eighteenth century there is a general consensus 
that the publishing market was established when John Newbery published A Pretty Little Pocket Book in 1744. 
See the main Introduction for further details. 
2 There are numerous examples of texts which promote a restrained and non-violent male protagonist who 
resists being violent. Boy characters who engage in violence tend to be presented as an example of what not to 
be. 
3 Butts, p. xii.  
4 There are six nineteenth century versions of the tale within the Hockliffe Collection: ‘Jack the Giant Killer’ in 
Popular Tales (London: J. Harris and Son, 1810); Jack the Giant Killer (Banbury: J.G. Rusher, 1820); ‘Jack the 
Giant Killer’ in Court of Oberon, or Temple of the Fairies (London: J. Harrison and Son, 1823); The History of 
Jack the Giant Killer (London: J. Byshe, 1829); ‘Jack the Giant Killer’ in Pretty Stories for the Amusement of 
Good Children (Derby: Thomas Richardson, 1834), and ‘Jack the Giant Killer’ in Old Mother Hubbard’s Fairy 
Tale Book’ (Glasgow: David Bryce and Son, 1860). There is another version title: ‘The Giant Killer’ that was 
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defies censorship and rejects any revisioning of punishment, violence and masculinity. The 

dark humour and gratuitous violence made the book all the more thrilling, controversial and 

attractive to young readers. As nineteenth-century ideology shifted, Jack resisted. 

 

The Hockliffe Collection contains a variety of fairy tales from cheaply produced chapbooks to 

more expensive volumes many of which feature a giant or ogre. When the giant and ogre stories 

are examined for representations of punishment and then placed in chronological order, it is 

apparent that there was a shift in attitude that resulted in changes being made to how giants 

were penalised.5 These books were all published before 1860 and are made up of the traditional 

English Jack tales – ‘Jack and the Beanstalk’ and ‘Jack the Giant Killer’ - which sit alongside 

Charles Perrault’s ‘Little Thumb’ and ‘Puss in Boots’.6  This section will focus on the 

giganticide of ‘Jack the Giant Killer’ and will explore the giant’s criminality, Jack’s methods 

of punishment and the reader’s experience in relation to public concerns of the time.7  

 

In Discipline and Punish (1977), Michel Foucault charts how state punishments transitioned 

away from early methods that featured theatrical and torturous practices carried out in public 

spaces towards new systems of incarceration and surveillance. Utilising Foucault’s work as a 

broad critical framework, it will be argued that the evolving punishment of the fairy tale giants 

 
published by the Religious Tract Society. It appears as a fairy tale but reveals itself to be the “true” story of 
David and Goliath. This texts is explicitly subversive to the other “idle Jack tales”. See The Giant Killer 
(London: The Religious Tract Society, c.1833). 
5 This particular study is concerned with the punishing of male giants as it is their depiction that is altered 
considerably by the end of the century in line with changing ideas about masculinity. There is a female ogre in 
the unabridged editions of ‘Sleeping Beauty in the Woods’ but there is no evidence, within the Collection, of 
revisions to this character. Although, it is possible that she too disappeared at the turn of the twentieth-century. 
6 ‘Jack and the Beanstalk’ and ‘Jack the Giant Killer’. All of these tales can be traced back to at least the 
seventeenth century. Further information on ‘Little Thumb’ and ‘Jack and the Beanstalk’ can be found within 
the Motherhood chapter of this thesis. 
7 ‘Jack and the Beanstalk’ is discussed in further detail in the Motherhood chapter and in the next section of this 
chapter as part of the analysis of George Cruikshank’s revisions to punishment. ‘Little Thumb’ and ‘Puss in 
Boots’ are also discussed in the latter. 
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follows a similar trajectory to those experienced by real-life offenders.8 However, by the time 

the corpus came into production, the debate surrounding the use of capital punishment in public 

spaces had, to a large extent, already taken place in Great Britain, during the eighteenth-

century. Brian Block and John Hostettler argue that ‘down the ages the barbarous and irrational 

criminal law of England was woven around capital punishment as a means of social control by 

a mixture of terror and legality’.9 In order to elicit terror, painful punishments were performed 

in public in the belief that this is the most effective way to deter others from committing a 

crime. The Waltham Black Act (1723) introduced a further fifty offences for which a person 

could face execution; this subsequently became known as the ‘bloody code’ and significantly 

increased execution rates. There was a surge of resistance and objection, mainly as most of the 

new crimes were created to protect the property interests of the wealthy and included minor 

offences such as ‘stealing fruit from trees and damaging ponds’.10 The Act had gone too far, 

and the list of offences had reached two hundred inevitably impacting on the poorest of society 

with ‘around a third of all convictions result[ing] in the offender being executed or 

transported’.11 Children were not exempt from the code, and legal accountability was set at just 

seven years of age; children could face the death penalty from age fourteen.12  

 

The subject of punishment was vehemently debated in government when, according to 

Matthew White, the ‘liberal minded whig and radical politicians found they could not stomach 

 
8 The shift in the punishment of giants will be traced from this section and across the following two sections 
drawing together the evidence of a transition in punishment techniques. 
9 Brian O. Block and John Hostettler, Hanging in the Balance: A History of the Abolition of Capital Punishment 
in Britain. (Hampshire: Waterside Press, 1997), p.18.  
10 Ibid. p.21. The tale ‘Humanity’ features a scene where a kind girl sobs at the sight of four people being taken 
to the gallows for stealing.  She stands in contrast to others who appear to enjoy the spectacle. See ‘Humanity’ 
in Tales of the Arbor; or, Evening Rewards for Morning Studies (London: Vernor and Hood, 1800). 
11 Wood states that ‘by 1838, the only people hanged were those who had been convicted of murder’. John C. 
Wood, Violence and Crime in Nineteenth-Century England: The Shadow of our Refinement (Routledge: New 
York and London, 2004), p.11-12.  
12 Ibid. 
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this new tyranny’.13 Those who sought to retain the existing system were struck a blow when 

Cesare Beccaria published On Crimes and Punishments (1764) which, despite all efforts to 

restrict its publication, gained critical acclaim and quickly spread across Europe.14 The critique 

of physical punishment incorporated a discussion about violence and its damaging effect on 

society. There was mounting evidence that the performative aspects of public punishments did 

not have the desired effect upon the crowd who had become increasingly sympathetic to the 

offender. Foucault argues: 

in punishment-as-spectacle a confused horror spread from the scaffold; it enveloped 
both executioner and the condemned; and, although it was ready to invert the shame 
inflicted on the victim from pity or glory, it often turned the legal violence of the 
executioner into shame.15  
 

An uneasy realisation had occurred, and the line between the criminal and the 

executioner/judge had become blurred. John Wood defines the ‘“brutalization”’ argument in 

which physical acts of punishment in public spaces were identified as ‘social factors’ which 

may promote ‘a savage spirit’ in the masses.16 He argues that the changes to punishment were 

motivated by a desire for the British to be perceived as a ‘“civilized”’ nation. This new 

approach to the problems of violence ‘idealized rationality and self-restraint’ and was 

associated with ‘upper-class refinement and idealized rationality’ while the older biblical 

tradition of an “eye for an eye” became increasingly associated with a lack of restraint and 

 
13 M. White (2014) ‘Discovering Literature: Romantics and Victorian Juvenile Crime in the 19th Century’ 
indicates there was significant concern about the rising criminality of children which was largely attributed to 
the impacts of industrialization on family life. These anxieties are present in the Hockliffe Collection which 
features stories critical of youth crime and supportive of apprentice schemes. However, White argues that the 
prevalence of juvenile crime may have been ‘over-emphasis[ed.]’ by ‘moral reformers in their efforts to 
campaign for children’s rights. (online) www.bl.ac.uk. [Accessed: January 18th 2017]. 
14 Beccaria implored emotions by asking ‘by what right can men presume to slaughter their fellows?’ and 
condemned the ‘death penalty is an act of war on the part of society against the citizen that comes about when it 
is deemed necessary or useful to destroy his existence’. Beccaria cited in Arthur Shuster, Political Philosophy: 
from Classical Republicanism to the Crisis of Modern Criminal Justice (Toronto, Buffalo and London: University 
of Toronto Press, 2016), p.91. See Cesare Beccaria, An Essay on Crimes and Punishments, Translated by Edward 
D. Ingraham (Philadelphia: Philip H. Nicklin, 1819). Available at: books.google.co.uk. [Accessed January 12th 
2017]. 
15 Foucault, Discipline and Punish, p.9.  
16 Wood, p.42. 
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associated with the lower classes.17 The new sensibility towards violence would herald the 

expansion of the prison system and executions were re-sited behind prison walls. Foucault is 

deeply cynical about these acts of reform, arguing that offenders were still severely punished 

– just differently.18 Arthur Shuster suggests that acts of retribution were no longer viewed as 

progressive and ‘discoveries made by Enlightenment science and philosophy concerning man’s 

nature and his rights, when applied to criminal justice, promised to purge all of the prejudice 

and barbarism that had plagued traditional criminal justice systems’.19 However, it remained a 

divisive subject, and many were opposed to the reforms and abhorred the idea that males should 

be encouraged to reject violence.  

 

An ideological shift had occurred and brought with it the reconsideration of what would 

constitute modern masculinity, and children’s literature played an important role in conveying 

that discussion to children.20  Masculinity is built on a set of constructed codes that are inflicted 

upon the male human body; in contrast to femininity, masculinity has a complicated 

relationship with violence. As argued by Joe Bristow ‘it practically goes without saying that 

dominant, or hegemonic masculinity is endorsed by a longstanding genealogy of violence’.21 

John Stephens discusses the idea that the punishments both administered and received by boys 

 
17 Ibid. p.4. 
18 ‘Crime and Punishment 1750-1900’ available at: Nationalarchives.org , indicates that hangings were moved 
behind the prison walls in 1868. Prison sentences were made more difficult by additional elements such as 
uncomfortable cells, solitary confinement and daily hard labour. While the punishing acts against the body were 
altered they still existed. Foucault’s argument against the prison system will be incorporated into the final 
section in this chapter. Furthermore, in 1830 Jeremy Bentham wrote The Rationale of Punishment in which he 
discusses the different methods in use at the time and rationalises how imprisonment can be accompanied by 
hard labour, diet, solitude and darkness’ and capital punishments were either ‘simple or afflictive’ with the 
former being that ‘in which the only pain suffered is that ‘what is necessary to produce death’ which is less 
severe than the latter which ‘incorporates the pain that is not necessary’, p168.   
19 Shuster, p.116. 
20 Sociologist Richard Howson defines hegemonic masculinity as ‘a dominant and dominating ideal type of 
masculinity whose efficacy ensures the continuity of legitimated closure around a particular gender order’. 
Richard Howson, Challenging Hegemonic Masculinity (London and New York: Routledge, 2012), p.154. Also 
see Perry Nodelman, ‘Making Boys Appear’ in Ways of Being Male: Representing Masculinities in Children’s 
Literature and Film, ed. by John Stephens (New York and London: Routledge, 2002). 
21 J. Bristow, Empire Boys: Adventures in a Man’s World (London and New York: Routledge, 1991), p.1. 
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in fiction correspond with issues of masculinity22 and by association, violence. The hero of 

‘Jack the Giant Killer’ was created within now outdated parameters of masculinity and while 

some of his traits such as his ‘steady wit’23 and ‘bold and enterprising spirit’ and his delight ‘in 

reading or hearing about fairies, conjurers, magicians, and giants’ were admirable, his violent 

acts were not.24  

 

Jack’s brand of masculinity is carefully prescribed; he avoided ‘common sports’ and ‘did not 

care much for play like other children, but he was fond of planning sieges and battles […] and 

as to wrestling, there were few or none equal to him’.25 Jack’s rejections of childhood activities 

in favour of military strategising is indicative of his transition into manhood. His physical 

prowess is demonstrated through his wrestling and his ability to defeat others ‘even amongst 

boys older than himself’.26 Legends bolster his wit and courage, and his physical and mental 

skills foreshadow his possession of the capacity to defeat the giants. Stephens argues that the 

protagonist’s masculinity is often presented through a ‘self-awareness which enables him to 

both take responsibility for his own life and to take on significant social commitments’.27 Jack 

demonstrates this through his self-motivation and his desire to protect his community.  

 

However, beyond this positive display of masculinity is a boy who frequently engages in 

extreme acts of violence which are accompanied by verbal taunting and mockery. Aside from 

 
22 John Stephens, ‘“A Page Waiting to be Written on”: Masculinity Schemata and the Dynamics of Subjective 
Agency in Junior Fiction’ in Ways of Being Male: Representing Masculinities in Children’s Literature and 
Film, ed. by John Stephens (New York and London: Routledge, 2002), 
23 ‘Jack the Giant Killer’ in Popular Tales (London: J. Harris and Son, 1810), p.5. 
24 ‘Jack the Giant Killer’ in Court of Oberon, or Temple of the Fairies (London: J. Harris and Son, 1823),  
p.197. 
25 Ibid. Military games are also featured in The Little Deserter; or, Holiday Sports (Edinburgh: Oliver and Boyd, 
nd). When one of the boys becomes tired of the game he finds himself imprisoned for desertion which is 
followed by a mock execution. The scene is lightened by the child’s relief as he is able to return to playing with 
his ball. 
26 Ibid. 
27 Stephens, p.38. 
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the cannibalism, Jack engages in the same behaviours as the giant; they both kill, cause harm 

and steal property. Tatar notes that:  

Although fairy tales often celebrate such virtues as compassion and humility and show 
the rewards of good behaviour, they also openly advocate lying, cheating, and stealing. 
The heroes and heroines (who are not necessarily either “good” or “virtuous”) get all 
the rewards while the villains (who are not always “evil” or “sinful”) are dispossessed 
and tortured.28  

 
A similar problem had been acknowledged in the debate surrounding real punishments, 

according to Block and Hostettler, ‘hangings had revealed a callous population accustomed to 

death’29 a problem which was explored by authors such as Charles Dickens who expressed his 

utter dismay at the unruly behaviour of the crowd at executions.30 Violence in response to 

violence only resulted in more violence and the “good” and “bad” merged into one. The real-

world solution was to remove acts of violent punishment from the public gaze, and those 

producing literature for children were paying attention.  

 

Wood claims that the nineteenth century heralded a new ‘“culture of sensibility”’ which 

included a ‘“reformation of manners and an “increasing sensitivity to violence and pain”’.31 

Children’s literature of the time frequently includes representations of boys who reject violence 

in favour of finding a more peaceful resolution.32 However, Bristow argues that in some 

representations of late Victorian masculinity ‘feelings were increasingly taken for signs of 

weakness in grown-up men’.33 Different ideas are explored simultaneously in the books and 

violent stories such as ‘Jack the Giant Killer’ are found alongside those that promote 

 
28 Tatar suggests that while some fairy tale collectors were concerned about violence, others appear to enhance 
such content. Tatar, Off With their Heads! p.11. 
29 Block and Hostettler, p.32.  
30 H.T. Thomas, J.C. Hotten, G.A. Sala, J. Grego, A.P. Stanley, and W.M. Thomas, Charles Dickens: The Story 
of his Life (New York: Harper & Brothers Publishers, 1870), p. 59-60. 
31 Wood, p.14.  
32 A rejection of the flaw of ‘passion’ is discussed in further detail in part 2 of Chapter 3 which examines ‘Henry 
Phillips, or The Life of an Angry Boy’. 
33 Bristow, p.361. 
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alternatives forms of masculinity. Varying positions can be produced by the same publisher, 

indicating a conscious awareness of different books appealing to different target markets.34 

However, the historicity of the fairy tale allowed Jack to be continually published across the 

decades, immune from contemporary demands. 

 

Constructing Jack 
 

Like his Beanstalk climbing counterpart, Jack’s story is intertwined with allusions to other 

Giant tales that date back through the centuries. Iona and Peter Opie cite ‘Sir Francis Palgrave’s 

pronouncement, (generally attributed to Sir Walter Scott), that, ‘Jack, commonly called the 

Giant Killer,’ landed in England ‘from the very same keels and warships which conveyed 

Hengist and Horsa, and Ebba the Saxon’.35 These scholars note a variety of other sources for 

the tale including the influence of ‘Northern mythology’, but conclude that ‘the world wide 

analogues offer no surety of Jack’s antiquity’.36 Given that the earliest known version was 

published in 1711, Opie and Opie convincingly argue that the tale is the amalgamation of ‘a 

number of classic anecdotes strung together by an astute publisher in the “not-so-long-ago”.37 

Publishers looked to the past and borrowed from stories which feature a valiant hero defeating 

a mighty opponent.38 This decision was an astute business idea as the giant and giant-slayer 

combination was a proven success that was likely to continue.  

 

 
34 This is discussed further in part one of Chapter 3 within the analysis of publisher, John Harris. 
35 Opie & Opie, p.47.  
36 Ibid. Many scholars, including Green 2007:129, Carpenter and Prichard 1984:227, Bottigheimer 2000:266, 
pick up the preeminent work of the Opies. Beneduce suggests that Jack’s adventures are an evolved form of 
King Corneaus of Cornwall as featured in Geoffrey of Monmouth. Ann Beneduce  cited in Anna E. Altmann 
and Gail De Vos, Tales, Then and Now: More Folktales as Literary Fictions for Young Adults  (Colorado: 
Greenwood Publishing Group, 1999), p.42. 
37  Ibid. p.48. Also see Altmann and De Vos (2001). 
38 Seal notes how ‘Giant Killers’ were ‘a large and widespread class of heroes, closely related to dragon 
slayers’; Graham Seal, Encyclopaedia of Folk Heroes (California: ABC-CLIO, 2001), p.87. 
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Locating the tale of ‘Jack the Giant Killer’ within the era of King Arthur provides an ideal 

setting for a new boy knight and feeds into the fantasy of the young male reader. Arthur 

possesses a ‘folkloric reputation as a giant-killer himself,’39 and in ‘sixteenth-century to 

nineteenth-century folklore collected in Wales and Cornwall, it is repeatedly claimed that 

Arthur was the greatest of all giant-killers’.40 Thomas Green suggests that the inclusion of 

‘Arthurian elements may thus have been influential in the actual creation of the character and 

story’.41 Setting the tale in Arthurian Britain locates the story within the moral parameters of a 

time long past when trickery and sharp wit were humorous, and violence was synonymous with 

bravery and desirable masculinity. As Marina Warner argues ‘sometimes these tales strike a 

chivalric, Arthurian note straight from medieval romance, as Jack performs acts of knight-

errantry, rescuing damsels and dispatching one ogre after another’.42 There is undoubtedly a 

strong intertextual relationship between Arthurian myth and Jack’s adventures, but given the 

links to so many other stories, it is more likely that the publishers merged these ideas with 

others to form a new adventure fit for a modern giant-slaying boy.43  

 

Warner suggests that the tale began in chapbooks during the eighteenth century before 

‘achiev[ing] renown in early nineteenth-century children’s thesauri like Benjamin Tabart’s 

Collection of Popular Stories for the Nursery in 1804’.44 Harvey Darton, in his discussion of 

John Newbery’s A Pretty Little Pocket Book (1744), argues that ‘the moralists of the preceding 

ages had banished Jack from the nursery (a feat often attempted)’ indicating that Jack’s tale 

 
39 Ibid. 
40 Ibid. p.132. Green argues that ‘Arthur would have been known in the late seventeenth and early eighteenth 
centuries’ and therefore identifiable to readers. p.134. 
41 Thomas Green ‘Tom Thumb and Jack the Giant-Killer: Two Arthurian Fairytales?’, Folklore, 118, (2007), 
123–140 (p.131). JSTOR, www.jstor.org/stable/30035417. [Accessed: February 20th 2017]. 
42 M. Warner, No Go The Bogeyman (Random House, 2011), p.314. 
43 Spooner also notes the links between ‘Jack the Giant Killer’ and Arthurian folklore, see B. C. Spooner ‘Jack 
and Tom in 'Drolls' and Chapbooks’ Folklore, 87, (1976), 105–112. JSTOR, www.jstor.org/stable/1259505. 
[Accessed: February 28th 2017]. Also see Opie & Opie for a more in-depth analysis of tales which may have 
influenced the creation of ‘Jack the Giant Killer’.  
44 Warner, No Go The Bogeyman, p.314. 
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may have been courting controversy since its creation. Certainly long before this Newbery had 

attempted to overcome this challenge by ‘ingeniously’ incorporating a letter from Jack which 

advised children how to play with the enclosed pin cushion and ball.45 In A Pretty Little Pocket 

Book, Jack is also associated with a short collection of fables and ‘introduced as the author of 

the rhymed morals attached to them. Thus all trace of the brutal and licentious giganticide is 

whitewashed, though his familiar name is used as an attraction. He is turned into an agent of 

conscious virtue’.46 Anna Altmann and Gail DeVos, however, critique Newbery’s attempts to 

rewrite Jack, arguing that he ‘was recognized as a remarkable figure for his subversive trickster 

qualities and not for his obedience, kindness, or devotion to literacy as Newbery portrayed 

him’.47 This discussion of Newbery’s attempt to soften Jack’s edges illustrates the idea that the 

tale was already controversial in 1744 and publishers found themselves in the challenging 

position of trying to bolster Jack’s reputation.  

 

The Giant as Criminal Other 

According to Wood,  the nineteenth century was a time of ‘feverish activity’ around the issue 

of violence, ‘unregulated human power […] and savagery’.48 Giants are the very embodiment 

of unregulated human power and are juxtaposed, in these texts, to their heroic counterpart if 

the hero is to be perceived as just.  Giants are exaggerated criminals presented in an oversized 

and intimidating form; they steal, kidnap, kill and frequently eat “normal” sized people. As a 

grotesque manifestation of human flaws, they are the ultimate deviants who must be punished 

and controlled (see Fig 2:1). As will be discussed in the following section, by the 1850s, the 

punishment of the Giant was under review, but that did not silence Jack who continued to be 

 
45 Harvey Darton, p.3. 
46 Ibid.  
47 Altmann and De Vos, p.56. 
48 Wood, p.21. 
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published, remaining resistant and subversive. However, even as the punishment of giants was 

being reimagined, the giant’s criminality was not, and he remained criminal throughout the 

century. Any re-writes were primarily concerned with adjusting the masculinity of the hero. 

 

The view of Opie and Opie that ‘Jack the Giant Killer’ is most likely an amalgamation of scenes 

borrowed from various historical sources does offer some explanation for the inconsistent 

characterisation of the giants.49  There are typically around eight giants in the story and they 

range from sophisticated hosts to dumb brutes. Some have multiple heads while others have 

more regular human features and live in elegant houses. There are also club carrying oafs who 

live in caves and drag their victims along by their hair. All giants are gullible, and lack 

sophistication, but all demonstrate a level of commitment to one and other and hunt Jack down 

in order to avenge a lost neighbour or relative.50 The giants typically display a ‘savage 

countenance’, abominable appearance and a threatening demeanour.51 Warner notes how they 

are ‘abject in their ugliness. Some further mark or difference and/or excess disfigures and sets 

them apart from the human race’.52 Their lack of intellect renders them defenceless against 

Jack’s cunning and they are ‘fated to be outwitted by tricks played on them by heroes much 

smaller than themselves’.53 These aspects are undoubtedly intended to be humorous with the 

giants falling foul of Jack’s wit.54 Thomas suggests that ‘the giant has come to represent the 

“dumb jock” of fairy tales. His massive size, in direct opposition to his feeble brain, is 

constantly set against the small stature but colossal cunning of the human protagonist’.55 

 
49 See Opie & Opie.  
50 The penultimate giant is frequently presented as searching for Jack to avenge the death of the giants already 
killed. He is subsequently tricked into falling into a moat, hung and beheaded. 
51 ‘Jack the Giant Killer’ in Court of Oberon, or Temple of the Fairies (1823), p.196. 
52 Warner, No Go the Bogeyman, p. 312. 
53 Ibid. 
54 A similar humour is expressed through ‘Tom Thumb’ and the subsequent rewrites not only removed the 
humour but altered the characterisation. See the first section of Chapter 3 for further analysis of this tale. 
55 Thomas argues that all the large character types i.e. Titans, ogres, giants are essentially the same character 
type. She also discusses the alternative reading of the giant as being representative of an adult, whereby ‘many 
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Humour is subjective and time-specific, and increased sensitivity towards the violence is likely 

to have reduced the comedic potential of the trickery for some later readers.56 

 

The most compelling justification for killing the giant comes from their propensity for eating 

human flesh. Zipes notes how folklore contains many stories which feature ‘giants, ogres, 

monsters, sorcerers, cannibals, bogeymen, fiends and devils who eat or beat young children’ 

and how ‘human beings are the only ones projected as monsters who eat and destroy their 

own’.57 Zipes draws on Warner’s argument that ‘appetite defines bogeys, and many myths 

explore obsessively a deep and insistent fear: that the thing that comes in the dark wants to 

gobble you up’.58 The ferocious appetite of the gluttonous giant is indefensible and adds a 

thrilling tension, placing Jack in a ‘do or die’ scenario, leaving no space to consider alternative 

non-violent solutions.  Bruno Bettelheim views cannibalism in fairy tales positively, citing how 

a five-year-old in his study had fantasised about eating people and being eaten and that the 

child ‘understood the encouraging message of the story: although adults can be experienced as 

frightening giants, a little boy and his cunning can get the better of them’.59 This fantasy feeds 

pleasures associated with the triumph of the underdog who takes on those much larger than 

himself and wins. This is the intended meaning of the story, but it is the methods employed by 

Jack that will undermine the future success of the story and force authors to consider whether 

there are alternative ways to solve the problem of punishing the giants. 

 

 
of the demarcations made between child protagonist and adult foe come into play’.  J. Thomas (1989) in 
Altmann and De Vos (2001), p.78. 
56 The significance of dark humour in early English tales is also discussed in ‘Tom Thumb and the Culpability 
of Motherhood’, Chapter 3.. 
57 Jack Zipes, Why Fairy Tales Stick: The Evolution and Relevance of a Genre (Oxon and New York: 
Routledge, 2013), p.224. 
58 Warner, No Go the Bogeyman. Warner discussion is noted in Zipes, Fairy Tales Stick, p.225. 
59 Bruno Bettelheim, The Uses of Enchantment: The Meaning and Importance of Fairy Tales (Penguin Books, 
1991), p.27. 
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Representations of cannibalism are intended to elicit horror, as demonstrated in the 1810 

version from the Hockliffe Collection which describes how Jack’s ‘terror was greatly increased 

[…] to see the ground sprinkled with blood, and covered with human bones’.60 In a later edition 

he ‘beheld a pavement completely covered with human skulls and bones’ before being ‘carried 

[…] into a large parlour, where lay the heads, hearts, and quarters of persons recently slain,’ 

but it then becomes more humorous, if a little dark, as the giant tells Jack, ‘with a horrible grin, 

that men’s hearts, eaten with pepper and vinegar, were his favourite’.61 Of course, like other 

giant stories, many of the versions in this study include the famous refrain: 

“Fie! Foh Fum! 
I smell the blood of an Englishman, 
Be he alive or be he dead, 
I’ll grind his bones to make my bread”.62  

 

The wording varies slightly between versions, but the sentiment remains. Opie and Opie trace 

the human-eating giant back to the sixteenth century and note how a similar refrain is used in 

Shakespeare’s King Lear written c.1605.63 Brian Szumsky argues that the cannibalistic 

elements ‘portray the Giant as essentially an animal with his developed sense of smell’ and 

abilities to sniff out flesh and blood of Englishmen.64 The success of the refrain comes from its 

ability to evoke feelings of excitement and trepidation as the giants and Jack embark on a tense 

game of “hide and seek’, and the giant’s enhanced senses threaten to reveal Jack’s hiding place. 

 

In her discussion of the giant type found in ‘Jack the Giant Killer’, Alice Gomme argues that 

the giant is ‘a “primitive” or “aboriginal” man of great size and strength, armed with a club of 

 
60 ‘Jack the Giant Killer’ in Popular Tales (1810), p.11. 
61 ‘Jack the Giant Killer’ in Court of Oberon, or Temple of the Fairies (1823), p.198. 
62 ‘Jack the Giant Killer’ in Old Mother Hubbard’s Fairy Tale Book’ (1860), p.61 
63 Opie & Opie, p.47. 
64 Brian E. Szumsky, ‘The House That Jack Built: Empire and Ideology in Nineteenth-Century British Versions 
of ‘Jack and the Beanstalk’’,  Marvels & Tales, 13 (1999), 11–30 (p.63). JSTOR, 
www.jstor.org/stable/41388520. [Accessed: March 7th 2017]. 
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wood. The giant is defeated by the man bearing iron and riding a horse, Gomme suggests that 

the difference between the weapons denotes the traditional ‘fight between the more savage and 

the later more civilized man’.65 This giant type does tend to be a cave dweller who, when 

confronted, resorts to violence and makes no attempt to manipulate Jack or engage in 

psychological deception. This type is contrasted with more sophisticated giants and it is from 

one of the latter that Jack acquires his magical items including the sword of sharpness which 

he then uses to kill both types. Again, such variations support the claim that the giants are 

borrowed from a variety of sources. 

 

Scholars have examined the giants through a lens of postcolonial theory demonstrating how 

different perspectives can be used to identify them as being representative of the coloniser or 

the colonised. Andrew Teverson’s discussion of the tales positions the giant as the coloniser 

whose defeat at the hands of the hero liberates the people. The giant frequently operates within 

the space of an oppressive force which is depriving the locals of food and resources, forcing 

them to live within a system of subservient fear.66 However, Szumsky’s analysis identifies the 

giant as being located ‘geographically, physically, and morally outside of “civilization”’ and 

as such, can be slaughtered without objection’.67 Jack’s giant-killing adventures are interpreted 

as a part of ‘a civilizing process […] to rid the land of the barbaric Other, usurp the property 

(kingdom, castle, property), and thrive’.68 Jack can, therefore, be interpreted as the coloniser 

and his violent actions justified through positioning the giant as Other. Szumsky argues that 

this is all part of ‘the socio-political efficacy of indoctrinating children into a capitalist, colonial 

 
65 Gomme gives the example of St George. Alice. B. Gomme  “The Character of Beelzebub in the Mummers' 
Play.” Folklore, 40 (1929), 292–293 (p.293). JSTOR, www.jstor.org/stable/1256289e. [Accessed: March 12th 
2017]. 
66 Andrew Teverson, “‘Giants Have Trampled the Earth’: Colonialism and the English Tale in Samuel Selvon's 
‘Turn Again Tiger’”, Marvels & Tales, 24 (2010), 199–218. JSTOR, www.jstor.org/stable/41388952. 
[Accessed: March 9th 2017]. 
67 Szumsky, p.63. 
68 ibid. p.64.  
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world view in order to ensure contiguity’.69 The stories of the latter part of the century seek 

alternative solutions to the punishment but stop short of altering the giant’s oppression of the 

community or his role as an uncivilised outsider. It was not until the twentieth and twenty-first 

centuries that the giant’s offences would be removed, and he would emerge as a misunderstood 

figure beloved by children.70 

 

In Rabelais and his World (1966), Mikhail Bakhtin argues that the giant is ‘essentially a 

grotesque image of the body,’71 a popular and fun figure that is part of the upside-down world 

of the carnival tradition which Rozaliya Yaneva, locates as ‘a separate utopian reality that is 

independent of the of hierarchy and authority’.72  The presence of the giant in carnivalesque 

theory is intended as both positive and liberating, but Michael Meyers argues that while there 

is a general agreement with Bakhtin ‘that the gigantic and the grotesque are ineluctably linked; 

there is a disagreement […] over the moral status of the giant’, citing Walter Stephens who 

argues that the giant is ‘“most often signified the Other”’.73 Stephens repudiates Bakhtin’s 

claim that the giant ‘symbolized the struggle of the common man against the oppression of the 

ruling classes’ and rejects the suggestion that giants are ‘quintessential embodiments of the 

timeless “carnivalesque folk culture of humour”, instead, he argues that it is ‘demonstrable’ 

that giants ‘were representations of otherness, that they symbolized what cultures fear and 

loath, rather than those cultures’ ideals about themselves’.74 Like Szumsky, Stephens 

 
69 Ibid. p.28. 
70 Oscar Wilde’s ‘The Selfish Giant’ (1888) reduced the crimes of the giant but in later examples such as Roald 
Dahl’s ‘BFG’ (1982) and Warner Brother’s Movie, ‘The Iron Giant’ (1999), the giant has become endearing, a 
misfit. 
71 Mikhail Bakhtin, Rabelais and his World (Indiana: Indiana University Press, 1984), p. 341 This is a 
translation of the original 1965 text is by Helene Iswolsky. 
72 Rozaliya Yaneva, Misrule and Reversals: Carnivalesque Performance in Christopher Marlowe’s Plays 
(Muchen: Herbert Utz Verlag, 2013), p.59. 
73 Referring to the analysis of Bakhtin in Walter Stephens, Giants in those Days: Folklore, Ancient History and 
Nationalism (Lincoln and London: University of Nebraska Press, 1989). Michael J. Meyers, Literature and the 
Grotesque (Amsterdam and Atlanta: Rodopi, 1995), p.133. 
74 Stephens is critical of Bakhtin’s analysis on the basis of it being built upon too much focus on Rabelais and 
the work of ‘amateur ethnologists of the nineteenth century’. W. Stephens, p.6. 
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convincingly argues that giants are and always have been Other, which makes them perfect 

villains for fairyland. 

 

It is possible to argue that the violent scenes in ‘Jack the Giant Killer’ may have been 

entertaining for young readers. Bathkin argues that ‘the artistic logic of the grotesque image 

ignores the closed, smooth, and impenetrable surface of the body’ and ‘displays not only the 

outward but also the inner features of the body: blood, bowels, heart and other organs’.75 Within 

this frame, the giant becomes a parody and the mutilations and penetrations of the body appear 

as more playful inversions of social norms. The first giant is reduced to a huge head emerging 

from the ground and Jack ‘dispatched him with a blow to the head with his pick axe’.76 The 

hero tricks another into disembowelling himself  as he ‘ripped up his belly with a long knife, 

and died upon the spot’,77 and as Bakhtin notes, the grotesque body thereby transgresses itself 

revealing organs such as the bowels.78 Jack mutilates the giant’s body and in one scene 

‘attacked the giant so vigorously with his sword of sharpness that soon cut off his legs’ and  

‘the monster bellowed like a wild beast with pain and fury’.79  There are further lacerations in 

another scene as Jack ‘wounded his thighs in several places […] he cut off the giant’s legs, just 

below the knees; and the trunk of his body tumbling to the ground caused the trees to shake, 

and the earth to tremble’.80  The mutilations extend to the face;  in one fight, Jack ‘cut off his 

nose’, and ‘the giant roared hideously with the pain’ before being stabbed.81 For Bakhtin ‘the 

features of the human face, the nose and mouth play the most important part in the grotesque 

 
75Bakhtin, p.317-318.  
76 ‘Jack the Giant Killer’ in Popular Tales (1810). J. Harris and Son: London. p.9. 
77 The giant believes that Jack has cut open his own stomach, but really he has slit a bag under his top. Not 
wishing to be outdone the giant copies him and kills himself. This scene is present in most versions of the tale. 
‘Jack the Giant Killer’ in Popular Tales, p.15. 
78 Bakhtin, p.317-318. 
79 Ibid. p.18. 
80 ‘Jack the Giant Killer’ in Court of Oberon, or Temple of the Fairies (1823), p.205. 
81 ‘Jack the Giant Killer’ in Popular Tales (1810), p.19. 
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image of the body’.82 The disfigurements of the giants exaggerate the already grotesque form 

and demonstrate their transgressive quality, which is potentially thrilling for the reader who 

delights in witnessing its deconstruction. 

 

However, by the turn of the nineteenth century, ideological shifts in violence, masculinity and 

punishment overshadowed the humour and what remains are excessive representations of 

killing. Tatar uses the term ‘festive violence’ to describe the celebratory and triumphant tone 

of the tale, which provides ‘an expansive stage for spectacles revealing tormented bodies’.83 

Jack’s bloody adventures were outdated and, once the humour is lost, the story and hero appear 

sadistic and cruel. Yet the story continued to be published. The texts of this corpus continued 

to be extant for sixty years into the nineteenth-century and there is evidence from other 

collections that the tale continued to be published across the century.84 This does indicate that 

as divisive as the text was, it continued to be enjoyed and attract a readership. 

 

Reader as Spectator 
 

An examination of several editions of the story reveals a tendency to feature a significant 

number of illustrations which depict and highlight the moments of violence.85 As previously 

discussed, one of the critical arguments against public displays of physical punishment was 

that it was having an undesirable effect upon the spectators. Foucault emphasises how there 

was a fear that viewing violence only served to create more violence, an issue which continues 

to be mooted today.  The combination of language and imagery enhances the reader’s 

 
82 Bakhtin, p.316. 
83Tatar, Off with their Heads! p.169.  
84 See the Baldwin Collection: University of Florida Digital Collections (2019) Baldwin Library of Historical 
Children’s Literature. Available at: ufdc.ufl.edu.  
85 ‘Jack the Giant Killer’ in Court of Oberon, or Temple of the Fairies (1823) is not illustrated. This could be on 
account of the book containing a large collection of stories which prioritised words over images.  
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understanding of how the violence was carried out and it is likely their publishers knew that 

this would enhance the appeal of the books to young readers. Warner argues that: 

gruesome and violent tales range in their effect from awe to laughter, from terror to 
pleasure, but for the moment there is nothing like a flesh-eating giant coming for his 
prey to make a child thrill and giggle, while the adult recounting the episode feels 
delight in taking the child to the edge.86 

 
The taboo nature of the violence and illustrations is shared by adult and child readers who enjoy 

pushing boundaries. In her discussion of the violent content of morality tales, Tatar argues that 

the more carried away adult writers of cautionary tales were in their descriptions of tortures 

and mutilations, the more attractive the tales proved for children.87 Jack’s tale is so violent that 

it is arguably beyond censorship which offers some explanation for its apparent resistance in 

the face of criticism. 

 

The following illustrations have been collated to demonstrate how images were used to 

emphasise the scenes of violence and how they combine to effectively convey the triumphant 

tone of the stories (see Figs 2:2 to 2:5). 

 

 

 

 
86 Warner, No Go The Bogeyman, p.6-7. 
87 Tatar, Off with their Heads!. p.13. 
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Fig 2:2 ‘Jack the Giant Killer’ in Popular Tales (1810). J. Harris & Son: London. 
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Fig 2:3 The History of Jack the Giant Killer (1829). J. Byshe: London. 
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Fig 2:4 ‘Jack the Giant Killer’ in Pretty Stories for the Amusement of Good Children (1834). The 

publisher, Thomas Richardson, presents this as a large fold-out illustration. 
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Fig 2:5 The latest version of the tale in the Hockliffe Collection, ‘Jack the Giant Killer’ in Old Mother 
Hubbard’s Fairy Tale Book (1860) demonstrates how despite the passing of half a century the illustrations 

remain violent. 
 

Within this Collection, the violent killing of giants comes to an end in the 1850s, but the tale 

continued to be published across the century and raises this question of why there are no later 

editions found within the Hockliffe Collection. The books were collected by Frederic 

Hockliffe, a committed bibliophile who purchased used libraries and most likely set aside 

books for his children’s literature collection based on the criteria of their being antique, fragile, 
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rare and/or not suitable for retail or loan in his bookselling business.88 It seems unlikely that 

Hockliffe would have rejected later editions as he was a keen collector and already had many 

other versions indicating that he did not have a particular aversion to this story. The absence 

of later versions could be owing to a general reduction in the number of editions in circulation 

in the latter part of the century and, consequently, a reduction in the number coming through 

the secondhand book market. Despite the text retaining its appeal on the bases of its heritage, 

controversial content and rejection of censorship, its heyday had passed. As Tatar argues, ‘it 

should come as no surprise that fairy tale biographies celebrating violence as a form of 

empowerment would gradually disappear from the canon along with tales that allowed violence 

to move in a festive register’.89 Jack’s violence was outdated and alternative ideas about how 

giants could and should be punished began to emerge. However, as will be demonstrated in the 

following section, those too were contentious, courting controversy of a different kind. 

 

2:2 Saving the Giant: Cruikshank, Controversy and the Alternative 
Ending 

 
 

“If you ever happen to meet with two volumes of Grimms’ ‘German Stories,’ which were 
illustrated by Cruikshank long ago, pounce upon them instantly; the etchings in them are the 

finest, next to Rembrandt’s, that, as far as I know, have been done since etching was 
invented” John Ruskin, 185790 

 
 
Cruikshank: An Introduction 
 
George Cruikshank (1792-1878) was a successful and famous caricaturist during the British 

Regency period and became a highly regarded and sought-after book illustrator during the 

 
88 See Chapter 1: ‘Nature of a Collection’ for further details of how the Hockliffe Collection was edited and 
donated. 
89 Tatar, Off with their Heads! p.169. 
90 Valerie Purton, John Ruskin and Nineteenth Century Education. London and New York: Anthem Press, 
2018), p. 138. Also see Jerrold Blanchard, George Cruikshank (London: Chatto and Windus, 1894).  
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nineteenth-century. His popularity was so high among the public that the Regent, whom 

Cruikshank held in disdain, is said to have paid him one hundred pounds to refrain from 

satirising him.91  Literary greats such as William Makepeace Thackeray and John Ruskin sang 

his praises and his distinguished career would see him illustrate nearly four thousand works 

including those of Charles Dickens and William Ainsworth.92 However, he was a complicated 

and divisive figure whose relationships did not always run smoothly and he often found himself 

at the centre of various conflicts which were played out in the public forum. Cruikshank tended 

to take undue credit for the work of others which is treated almost like a fond foible by his 

biographer and friend Jerrold Blanchard but attracted animosity from others. His quirks and 

eccentricity combined with a determined tenacity were almost certainly the driving force 

behind his incredible output.93 The artist’s success in the book illustrating field would 

eventually bring him into the world of children’s literature, and he was asked to produce the 

first-ever set of illustrations for the Grimms’ German Popular Tales which would receive 

universal acclaim and secure him a place in the history of fairy tales and children’s literature.  

 

Bolstered by the success of his illustrations for the Grimms and amidst calls for more, 

Cruikshank, albeit some years later, decided to write and illustrate his own set of fairy stories 

which would combine to create the George Cruikshank Fairy Library (1853) (see Fig 2:6). The 

chosen tales consisted of Charles Perrault favourites: ‘Puss in Boots,’ ‘Hop-’O’-My’-

 
91 Robert L. Patten, ‘George Cruikshank's Private Day Book, 1810 – 1825’, The Princeton University Library 
Chronicle, 51(1990), 225–244 (p.237). JSTOR, www.jstor.org/stable/26403799. [Accessed: March 9th 2017]. 
Cruikshank had used his skills and platform to criticise the Regent, particularly in relation to how he treated his 
wife, Caroline. Blanchard (1894). p.13. Also see Jane R. Cohen and Jane M. Rabb, Charles Dickens and his 
Original Illustrators (Columbus: Ohio State University Press, 1980), p.15. 
92 As cited in Blanchard (1894). 
93 Mather suggests that the most credible catalogue of Cruikshank’s book illustrations, by Cohn, indicate ‘no 
less than 3901 illustrations’ with additional drawings and paintings running into thousands. Frank J. Mather 
‘George Cruikshank, Artist’, The Princeton University Library Chronicle, 4 (1943), 53–61 (p.53). JSTOR, 
www.jstor.org/stable/26400261. [Accessed: March 24th 2017]. Patten suggests that Cruikshank ‘etched or 
lithographed more than a thousand broadsheet prints,’ arguing that his output is remarkable and signifies not 
only a prolific work rate but the scale of the demand for his work. See also: Patten, p.225. 
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Thumb,’94 and ‘Cinderella,’ alongside the English tale of ‘Jack and the Beanstalk’. Shortly 

before this return to fairyland, Cruikshank had become an abstainer in 1847 and was 

enthusiastically involved in the promotion of the Temperance Movement.95 Motivated by 

personal experience, self-reflection and broader social concerns, Cruikshank had found a new 

campaign to champion temperance and it was clearly at the forefront of his mind as he planned 

his new fairy tale book.96 Like many publishers and authors before him, he began to reimagine 

the tales, interweaving new content intended to educate young readers about social issues such 

as the perils of consuming alcohol and gambling. This decision attracted an unfavourable 

review by Charles Dickens who objected to Cruikshank’s treatment of the tales and launched 

an attack via his publication Household Words. A public argument ensued, albeit a very polite 

one, that explored issues relating to censorship and the rights of the author to alter fairy tales. 

Dickens’ focus on the subject of teetotalism dominates the subsequent scholarship and the 

amendments made to punishment by Cruikshank have been largely overlooked. This section 

will examine another social campaign that occupied Cruikshank which concerned the 

execution of people for the offence of passing forged one-pound notes. Consideration will also 

be given to what we know of Cruikshank’s personal views on punishment and how those views 

went on to save the life of the giant in his version of ‘Jack and the Beanstalk’.  

 

 
94 Charles Perrault’s tale ‘Le Petit Pouchon’ occurs in the Hockliffe Collection under the following titles: ‘Little 
Thumb’, ‘Hop-O’-My-Thumb’ and ‘Seven-League Boots’. It is a different tale from ‘Tom Thumb’ which is the 
English tale that can also be found in the Collection. The difference between the two tales is discussed in 
Chapter 3, ‘Tom Thumb and the Culpability of Motherhood’. 
95 Zipes suggests that Cruikshank had been a heavy drinker but stopped when he witnessed his father’s death 
from illnesses related to alcoholism. Zipes, Victorian Fairy Tales, p.37. 
96 Avery suggests that temperance stories were popular during the Victorian era and many were written 
specifically for children, particularly through the Sunday school movement. The aim was to raise awareness of 
social issues and improve the next generation's relationship with alcohol. Cruikshank was writing in this 
tradition. Gillian Avery, Childhood’s Patterns: A Study of Heroes and Heroines of Children’s Fictions 1770-
1950 (Leicester: Hodder and Stoughton: Leicester, 1975), p.115. 
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Fig 2:6  

 

There is little doubt that Cruikshank made a huge contribution to the world of caricature, book 

illustration and literature in general during the eighteenth and nineteenth century.  Even 

amongst his critics, his talents as an artist are undisputed with many considering him a genius. 

He was something of an enigma which could perhaps, in part, be owed to the longevity of his 

career and the associated problems that can arise as times and trends move on and those who 

were once at the top of their field find themselves left behind. The higher they rise, the harder 

they fall and it appears that Cruikshank became increasingly frustrated as he transitioned into 

old age and his profile declined. Blanchard divides Cruikshank’s life into two epochs which 

feels appropriate. Born in 1792, he honed his craft under the guidance of his father, Isaac, and 

alongside his brother, Robert.97 Within this artistic family there was clearly something distinct 

 
97 Mather, p.56. 
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in George. Frank Mather describes his elevation from ‘average convivial cockney and a good 

journeyman caricaturist’ to a fine artist proving the ‘exquisiteness of his gift as an etcher’ 

through ‘consummate mastery of the fantastic and grotesque, the social sympathy and moral 

fervour that were to characterize the work of his maturity’.98 William Bates positions 

Cruikshank as one of the ‘four great masters of pictorial satire’ alongside William Hogarth, 

Thomas Rowlandson and James Gillray with a particular talent for: 

the depiction of low, vicious, and vulgar life – in the ludicrous, the quaint, the weird, 
the pathetic, and the terrible – he is unsurpassed. No one touched with a nicer humour 
the manners of his day, and the frivolities and affectations of fashionable life; no one 
so felicitously illustrated the mysteries of folk-lore and popular superstition.99 

 
In his discussion of children’s literature during the nineteenth century, Harvey Darton 

affectionately describes how ‘there stalked the tall figure of George Cruikshank, a man 

sometimes like one of his own giants, sometimes like an odd character out of the works of his 

friend Charles Dickens’. He acknowledges his contribution stating that ‘a close record of his 

life and work would be a very long chapter of the history of English book illustration as well 

as a comment on the evolution of children’s books’.100 Cruikshank’s contribution to literature 

is remarkable and the elevation of his talents was almost certainly owing to the sheer scale of 

his output. Robert Patten states that Cruikshank ‘etched or lithographed more than a thousand 

broadsheet prints […] on political and social subjects’.101 Mather argues that ‘his fecundity was 

prodigious’ and states that he illustrated at least three thousand nine hundred and one books 

with additional sketches and paintings numbering into the thousands, all of which ‘seethes with 

energy, sympathy, imagination and grotesquery. He was the most precocious of geniuses’.102 

His extraordinary work rate is not only indicative of his work ethic but also of the demand for 

 
98 Ibid. 
99 William Bates, George Cruikshank: The Artist, the Humourist, and the Man: With Some Account of his 
Brother Robert (London: Houlston and Sons, 1878), p.3. 
100 Harvey Darton, p.281.  
101 Patten (1990). Zipes also notes how Cruikshank not only illustrated books but also magazines and journals. 
Zipes, Victorian Fairy Tales, p.37. 
102 Mather, p.53. 
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his creations. Jane Cohen and Jane Rabb argue that ‘the very presence of Cruikshank’s name 

on a title page guaranteed a sizable sale’.103  Mather locates Cruikshank at this point as being 

at the height of his success and the ‘Cruikshank that every art lover knows’.104 He was indeed 

a popular and powerful figure who had worked tirelessly and carved out a successful career 

and celebrity status. 

 

However, as previously alluded to, a recurring criticism of Cruikshank is his tendency to claim 

credit for the work of others. There were power struggles between the illustrator and some 

authors with collaborations frequently resulting in Cruikshank resenting the lack of 

acknowledgement for his input into particular details.105 This tension brought him on a collision 

course with influential writers such as Dickens and Ainsworth, and it is unfortunate that this 

aspect of his character has become so dominant in the subsequent scholarship surrounding the 

artist. This focus casts a shadow over Cruikshank’s extraordinary success up to and beyond 

these points in his life.  

 

Another topic frequently and, arguably excessively, expounded by scholars is Cruikshank’s 

association with teetotalism which began in 1847 at the age of fifty-five.106 Personal choices 

which would be considered positive today were viewed as extreme and subjected to scrutiny 

during his lifetime.  Cruikshank had witnessed his father’s death to alcohol-related illnesses 

and, as a man who had drunk for most of his adult life, he decided to make changes to his 

 
103 Cohen & Rabb, p.15. Mather suggests that Cruikshank was involved in a number of projects during this 
period including Charles Dickens’ Sketches of Boz (1834) alongside the works of Ainsworth and his illustrations 
were regularly featured in Bentley’s Miscellany and Ainsworth’s Magazine. Mather, p.58. 
104 Ibid.  
105 As discussed by Blanchard and others, this issue dominates the scholarship surrounding Cruikshank, 
particularly in relation to his claims to have had a significant but unacknowledged role in the creation Oliver 
Twist and the novels of Ainsworth. Further analysis of this debate is beyond the scope of this section but is 
mentioned to provide context to his claims about changing laws and punishments. These will be addressed later 
in this section.  
106 This is widely acknowledged by all Cruikshank biographers, including Blanchard, as being a key moment in 
the artist’s life that contributes significantly to his art. 
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lifestyle in addition to promoting the idea to others.107 At the end of the nineteenth century, 

Walter Hamilton wrote in support of the artist, arguing that:  

the connection between G. Cruikshank and the Temperance party was a long and 
honourable one, for although we may not all choose to take the pledge, some good has 
been effected through the exertions of Temperance societies, and the genius of the great 
artist was never more usefully or more successfully applied than in depicting the horrors 
of drunkenness, and the evils it entails.108  

 
This new ideology spurred Cruikshank creatively and resulted in the production of The Bottle, 

which Zipes argues ‘pictured the degradation of a family due to drinking. He followed this 

book with a sequel, The Drunkard’s Children, in 1848, and it seemed that everything he drew 

or wrote from then on had to impart a message of teetotalism’.109 Mather is also critical of the 

new Cruikshank who ‘not satisfied with renouncing drink, […] did as much by tobacco 

smoking’ but does relent stating that such ‘drastic personal reforms did not have the usual 

unhappy effect of making the reformer obnoxiously superior to frailer mankind. Cruikshank 

was to be a sprightly and friendly, and despite many short-lived quarrels, a sufficiently tolerant 

old gentleman’.110 Cruikshank had championed other social campaigns through his art, but 

these failed to attract the same level of animosity. It is plausible that there is something distinct 

about abstaining from alcohol which, within British culture, both past and present, tends to 

generate feelings of resentment and associations with Puritanism.111  

 

As Bates and many others suggest, it was from ‘the Temperance question that a curious 

controversy arose between Charles Dickens and the artist, which appears to have led to a 

coolness between them, never entirely removed’.112 These two giants of nineteenth-century 

 
107 Zipes claims that Cruikshank had previously been a ‘heavy drinker’ who stopped drinking following his 
father’s death. Zipes, Victorian Fairy Tales, p.37. 
108 Walter Hamilton, A Memoir of George Cruikshank: Artist and Humourist (London: Elliot Stock, 1878), p.33. 
109 Zipes, Victorian Fairy Tales, p.37. 
110 Mather, p.59. 
111 Another example is how Shakespeare parodies abstaining as life-denying in the figure of Malvolio in Twelfth 
Night. William Shakespeare. 
112 Bates, p.33. 
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literature are frequently described as friends but clearly had a problematic relationship which 

had started many years previously when the older and already established Cruikshank agreed 

to illustrate Dickens’ Sketches with Boz (1836) and Oliver Twist (1838), but ‘they could not 

work together and ended their collaboration in 1841’.113 However, the two did enjoy each 

other’s company and, according to Bates, ‘performed together in amateur theatrical 

productions’.114 Cohen and Rabb argue that anyone writing about Cruikshank ‘must be 

concerned with his long relationship with Dickens and its curious disparate character’ as ‘from 

start to finish, the working relationship between author and artist was characterized by a 

struggle for sovereignty’ that would see the two become estranged.115 It is almost impossible 

to extricate Dickens from the scholarship on Cruikshank, a fact which would almost certainly 

have infuriated the artist.116 

 

Dickens used his platform of Household Words to lambast and undermine Cruikshank 

beginning with an essay in 1851 entitled ‘Whole Hogs’ in which he ‘assaulted all fanatical 

positions on the issues of peace and vegetarianism as well as teetotalism’.117 Cruikshank 

uncharacteristically resisted responding to this first piece. The use of the term ‘Whole Hogs’ 

would arise once more when Dickens again targeted the artist through his infamous ‘Frauds on 

the Fairies’ essay which was highly critical of Cruikshank’s revised fairy tales.118 As Blanchard 

notes, Cruikshank was ‘not a man to feel a blow and sit under it’119, and so a public argument 

ensued through the exchange of essays where the two men address each other cordially 

 
113 Elaine Ostry, Social Dreaming: Dickens and the Fairy Tale (New York and London: Routledge, 2013), p.29. 
114 Bates, p.36. 
115 Cohen & Rabb, p.15. 
116 Cohen & Rabb suggest that Cruikshank illustrated just five works for Dickens making up a very small 
percentage of his output of nine hundred books.  
117 Ibid. p.34. 
118 It is beyond the breadth of this section to further explore Dickens’ criticism and Cruikshank’s subsequent 
response. This topic has received considerable academic attention to date and this discussion is concerned with 
Cruikshank’s amendments to punishment. 
119 Blanchard, p.306.  
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expressing respect towards their respective talents but with a definite undertone of 

resentment.120 Cruikshank was sixty-one at this point in his life and the actions of Dickens feel 

confrontational and unnecessary. Knowing the author as he did, Dickens undoubtedly knew 

the reaction that he would provoke, which indicates an element of vindictiveness on the part of 

Dickens. 

 

Dickens’ main criticism was that Cruikshank had censored traditional fairy tales with the intent 

of promoting a personal agenda. Darton dramatically denounces Cruikshank’s ‘enmity against 

the fairies as zeal in another cause that inspired him. He was, at that period of his life, a violent 

teetotaller, and he turned his tales into temperance tracts’.121 Elaine Ostry agrees, arguing that 

Cruikshank ‘explicitly uses the fairy tale to state a social agenda, and here [in the Fairy Library] 

he does so in the bluntest, most unartistic fashion’.122 There is a consensus that Cruikshank 

bowdlerised the tales and that his moralising about alcohol is excessive and damaging; 

however, Ostry cites a review by John Forster which praises the fairy tales and the pleasures 

experienced by children.123  As Judd Hubert rightly points out, Cruikshank was following in a 

long tradition of writers reimagining fairy tales, including Perrault’s re-working of tales by 

Francesco Straparola.124 Crowley is critical of Dickens’ apparent naivety about the nature of 

fairy tales, arguing that ‘they are not pure, innocent texts that have one canonical version. They 

 
120 Amidst his criticism of Cruikshank, Dickens maintained a respect and appreciation of Cruikshank as an 
artist. Ibid, p.15. 
121 Harvey Darton, p.98. 
122 Ostry, p.31. 
123 Ibid. 
124 Judd D. Hubert, ‘George Cruikshank's Graphic and Textual Reactions to Mother Goose’, Marvels & Tales, 
25 (2011), 286–297 (p.289). JSTOR, JSTOR, www.jstor.org/stable/41389004. [Accessed: April 15th 2017]. 
Hubert notes that the giant was already tipsy in the Perrault tales and becomes associated with his ‘savagery’ in 
Cruikshank’s version. It should be noted that giants tend to be drunk, overeaters in many versions and stories. 
Opie & Opie also discuss how Perrault’s ‘Puss in Boots’ is similar to Basile’s Pentamerone (1634) supporting 
the argument that retellings are intrinsic to the history of fairy tales. 
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are continually in flux’ and altered in accordance with shifting ideas about morality.125 

Cruikshank strongly defended his right ‘to remodel a work of a bygone age to suit his 

purpose’.126 It is clear that this debate remains divisive, but to support Dickens’ position 

without scrutiny is reductive, selective and ignores our contemporary relationship with fairy 

tales. 

 

Dickens wrote two essays targeting Cruikshank and, in doing so, demonstrated the power of 

his influence both then and today. Blanchard states that upon reading the ‘Frauds on the Fairies’ 

essay, ‘poor George dropped his pencil’ and was later found ‘still smarting from the effects’.127 

Having been ‘driven from fairyland, which was the realm of his happiest dreams, was a bitter 

disappointment, and he felt deeply the blow of the friend who drove him forth from it’.128 

George Cruikshank’s Fairy Library failed under the weight of Dickens’ criticism and 

Cruikshank’s historical significance remains flattened,129 ‘the extreme positions often taken by 

both sides’, Cohen and Rabb concede, ‘obscured for more than a century the undeniable 

importance of the illustrator’.130  

 

Cruikshank and Punishment  
 

Cruikshank’s engagement with social concerns about punishment is one aspect of the illustrator 

which has been overlooked due to the focus on the disagreement between Dickens and 

 
125 Karlyn Crowley and John Pennington, ‘Feminist Frauds on the Fairies? Didacticism and Liberation in Recent 
Retellings of ‘Cinderella’’, Marvels & Tales, 24 (2010), 297–313 (p.299). JSTOR, 
www.jstor.org/stable/41388957. [Accessed: March 24th 2017]. 
126 Bates, p.34. 
127 Blanchard, p.34. 
128 Ibid. p.304 
129 Zipes argues that Cruikshank’s tales were unsuccessful and reduces them to ‘fascinating museum pieces of 
moralism’. Zipes, Victorian Fairy Tales, p.38. 
130 Cohen & Rabb, p.37. 
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Cruikshank. From 1817 through to the 1820s Cruikshank worked alongside ‘radical’ publisher, 

William Hone: 

in the creation of illustrated tracts lampooning unpopular Government policies and 
persons. The three most famous campaigns were conducted against hanging for the 
passing of easily-forged Bank of England currency, against acts of repressing freedom 
of the press, and on both sides of the notorious dispute between the new king, George 
IV, and his estranged consort, Caroline of Brunswick Patten.131  

 

Cruikshank’s involvement in the abolition of the death penalty for passing forged currency 

began when, while walking through London, he came across an upsetting scene which would 

inspire him to create a piece of art to which he would frequently ‘revert to the end of his life 

with infinite satisfaction’.132 His attention having been drawn by a crowd, he saw a gibbet on 

which were a group of people who had been hanged for the crime of passing forged one-pound 

notes. Outraged and appalled, particularly by the inclusion of two women, Cruikshank returned 

to his studio and immediately sketched his infamous ‘Bank Note Not to Be Imitated’ (see Fig 

2:7) which was subsequently printed and placed on sale by Hone who displayed it in his shop 

window. Cruikshank describes how the note ‘created a great sensation’ as a crowd gathered 

around the print shop, attracting so many people ‘that the Lord Mayor had to send the city 

police (of that day) to disperse the crowd’.133 Ian Haywood argues that Cruikshank’s banknotes 

‘were an instant success and undoubtedly contributed to raising or inflaming public awareness 

about the evils of paper money [which could be easily forged] and capital punishment’.134 

 
131 Patten, p.225-226. 
132 Blanchard, p. 61. 
133 Cruikshank describes the events in a letter to Mr Whitaker in 1875 and sets the date as 1817 or 1818, cited in 
Blanchard, p. 61. 
134 Ian Haywood, Romanticism and Caricature (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013), p.41. 
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Fig. 2:7 George Cruikshank’s ‘Bank Restriction Note’ (1820) 

 

Cruikshank was exceedingly proud of his contribution and later in a letter to Mr Whitaker  in 

1875, he indicated that ‘it is the most important design and etching that I ever made in my life; 

for it has saved the lives of thousands of my fellow-creatures; and for having been able to do 

this Christian act I am indeed most sincerely thankful’.135  However, as he did on so many other 

occasions, Cruikshank exaggerated his involvement. Even Blanchard concedes that 

Cruikshank ‘assumed much,’ as the artist continues ‘“so the final effect of my note was to stop 

hanging for all minor offences.”’136 Blanchard mockingly adds that ‘the labours of the famous 

writers and speakers who advocated a milder code went, then, for nothing!’137 However, given 

the favourable outcome associated with the act, the criticism of this particular hyperbole is 

unnecessary,  as Hayward argues, an ‘exaggeration though a forgivable one’.138  Louis James 

contextualises Cruikshank’s activities, arguing that he had lived:  

through the era of the Reform Bill agitation and the dawn of the Victorian period, and 
he was still active in the middle decades of the century. Not only had he been alive, but 
he had helped to create the graphic art through which each era had become aware of 
itself.139 

 
135 Blanchard, p.61. 
136 Ibid. 
137 Ibid. 
138Haywood, p.41. 
139 Louis James, ‘An Artist in Time: George Cruikshank in Three Eras’, The Princeton University Library 
Chronicle, 35 (1973), 157–168 (p.157). JSTOR, www.jstor.org/stable/26409889. [Accessed: March 9th 2017]. 



 88 

 

Cruikshank was fervently against capital-punishment and his involvement had, at least in part, 

actuated change.140 Within this context, it is not surprising that the editing process of his fairy 

tales would see him reconsider the punishment of the giant and remove the death penalty. 

 
 
Jack, Justice and Saving the Giant 
 

As previously discussed, the dominant issue within the criticism of George Cruikshank’s Fairy 

Library concerns the addition of didactic content that sought to highlight the dangers of alcohol 

and gambling. These overshadow some of the more positive additions such as the enriching 

descriptions of landscape or the detailed illustrations which no doubt combined to enhance the 

engagement of young readers. However, the plots are laboured and complex with additional 

characters such as Jack’s sister, the insertion of backstories, and modern themes of the time, 

including the Victorian work ethic. Chapter 3 will further explore the traditional version of 

‘Jack and the Beanstalk’ complete with its more familiar ending whereby the giant, having 

pursued Jack down the beanstalk, is thwarted by the plucky hero who takes an axe to the base, 

sending the giant to his death. In Cruikshank’s revised version the ‘huge and terrible Danish 

Giant’141 does not fall as ‘the Bean-stalk twisted itself round his ankles, and his legs, and his 

arms, and his body, and twined into his hair so that he found himself as firmly fixed as if he 

had been bound with the strongest cords and chains’ (see Fig 2:8).142  

 

 
Patten too notes how ‘the temper of society was changing’ and Cruikshank’s work during this period addressed 
important social issues which would shape the upcoming Victorian age. Patten, p.4. 
140 Cruikshank would also later present a negative view of Transportation in a piece entitled ‘The Drunkard’s 
Children’ which depicts a dying child who has committed “a Desperate Robbery”, drawing attention to the 
severe punishments faced by children of the time. See P.V. Allingham (2017) The Victorian Web. Available at: 
http://www.victorianweb.org. [Accessed: March 25th 2017]. 
141 George Cruikshank, ‘Jack and the Beanstalk’ in George Cruikshank’s Fairy Library (London: George Bell 
and Sons, 1885), p.32. 
142 Ibid. p.50. 
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Fig 2:8 Giant Suspended in the beanstalk. 

 

Now safely secured, the giant is restrained in a puppet-like suspension while reinforcements 

are sent for, but none were needed as:  

this great savage monster not having had any food for very many hours, and naturally 
being a great coward – as all cruel people are – and, besides, being now quite sober, he 
begged hard for mercy to himself, though he had never shown it to others.143  
 

The giant, in terms of his criminality and deviance, remains unaltered and is typical of the 

traditional Jack tales. He is not a sympathetic character but is made more human by his 

compliance and weakness as he pleads for his life. To physically punish the giants in this 

vulnerable position would risk evoking sympathy for the villain and condemnation for the hero. 

Through his experience of real-life executions and the surrounding debate, Cruikshank was 

 
143 Ibid. p.51. 
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almost certainly aware of this fragile balance. For, as Foucault argues, the role of the 

executioner had become problematic with crowds siding with the offender.144  

 

Cruikshank’s giant is subjected to a legal process and placed before King Alfred and his council 

who determine ‘whether he was to be killed or kept prisoner’ (see Fig 2:9).145 Jack’s mother 

makes an appeal for mercy in consideration of the giant’s wife, who had been kind and assisted 

the family in their troubles, and the King ‘granted her petition and being a wise king, he 

determined to turn such great strength to some useful purpose, and therefore placed him under 

guard in the royal quarries, to hew out great stones for building royal and public places’.146 The 

giant is imprisoned and sentenced to a life of hard labour rather than death. He will make a 

contribution to society and his wife is allowed to live alongside him ‘as he never had any 

intoxicating liquor to get tipsy with, he never beat or ill-used her any more, and they lived 

happily for many years’.147 The representation of giants as drunks who mistreat their wives is 

common within the Jack tales and Perrault’s ‘Little Thumb’ as it provides some explanation as 

to why the wives choose to help the hero and how Jack can outrun his far larger opponent. 

 
144 As discussed by Foucault Discipline and Punish, p.9. 
145 Ibid. p.52. Evidence of Cruikshank’s engagement with court processes can be found in his involvement in the 
three trials of his publisher, William Hone for ‘blasphemous and seditious libel’ during which Cruikshank had 
produced illustrations and coached the defence. See Patten, p.243. 
146 Ibid. p.53. 
147 Ibid. 



 91 

 
Fig. 2:9 The giant on trial. 

 

A similar ending is given in Cruikshank’s retelling of Perrault’s ‘Hop-O’-My-Thumb’ which 

ends with Hop’s father becoming Prime Minister. In his new position, he decides to send: 

an army to take all the Giants and Giant-Ogres in the land prisoners, which was done. 
And instead of putting them to death, he turned their enormous strength to useful 
purposes, and he employed them under guards, at different places where great national 
works and improvements were required, such as new roads, draining marshes, and 
making harbours of refuge and security for ships.148 

 
Cruikshank’s given solution to the problem of the giants is a punishment system in which the 

offender is spared physical violence and society is protected from the threat they present 

through imprisonment. The state then benefits further through their employment in the building 

of infrastructure.  The artist, and now author, imbues the tales with contemporary realism that 

addresses concerns about violence, masculinity and punishment, though undoubtedly at the 

cost of fantasy. 

 
148 George Cruikshank, ‘Hop-O’-My-Thumb’ in George Cruikshank’s Fairy Library, p.23. 
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Cruikshank had lived through many of the changes made to systems of punishment that are 

explored by Foucault, engaging in the world of political and social satire during the late 

eighteenth century and climaxing in the creation of the ‘Bank Note not to be imitated’ in the 

early nineteenth century. In Discipline and Punish (1975) Foucault contextualises the emerging 

conflict between violence, punishment and justice during this period: 

the functions of the penal ceremony were gradually ceasing to be understood, as if this 
rite that ‘concluded the crime’ was suspected of being in some undesirable way linked 
with it. It was as if the punishment was thought to be equal, if not to exceed, in savagery 
the crime itself, to accustom the spectators to a ferocity from which one wishes to divert 
them[…] to make the executioner resemble a criminal, judges murderers, to reverse 
roles at the last moment, make tortured criminal an object of pity of admiration.149 
 

Imprisonment was heralded as the answer to these problems, and so Cruikshank’s revisions to 

the punishment of the giant were contemporaneous. However, Foucault still considers 

imprisonment to be a harsh penalty as ‘the body now serves as an instrument or intermediary: 

if one intervenes upon it to imprison it, or to make it work, it is in order to deprive the individual 

of a liberty […] punishment has become an economy of suspended rights’.150 The giant is now 

contained, and the body is utilised for the benefit of the state. Jack and his surviving father (in 

Cruikshank’s version) retain their desirable masculinity as they operate righteously within this 

new framework of justice. 

 

One of the critical issues with Cruikshank’s revisions is that, in his attempt to convey clear 

moralistic instruction to the young reader, he overtly imposes realism and deflates the fantasy 

‘bubble’. Judd Hubert notes how Cruikshank adds content in order to fill in perceived plot gaps 

and offer an explanation for the character’s actions.151 It is tempting to dismiss these alterations, 

as Dickens did, but they would almost certainly have been motivated by Cruikshank’s 

 
149 Foucault, Discipline and Punish, p.9. 
150 Ibid. p.11. 
151 Hubert, p.289. 
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perception of improvement. Maureen Nimon notes how contemporaneous tales retain their 

violence but ‘it is essential that they show the suffering caused’, suggesting that the issue with 

older tales, as also noted by Tatar,152 is their ‘festive tone’ where ‘retribution is unquestioned 

and the aftermath is of no importance, thus making the violence gratuitous’.153   Cruikshank 

attempted to edit out the ‘festive tone’ of violence and with it the celebration of death and 

punishment but, in keeping with his character, he was prolific and verbose which inevitably 

undermined many of the changes.  

 

Conclusion 

At this mid-nineteenth-century stage, the punishment of the giant had begun its evolution; his 

offences remain traditional, but the consequences do not. Reflecting and constructing the 

ideological shift of punishment as expounded by Foucault, Cruikshank imprisoned his giants 

and subjected them to hard labour. The hero escapes with his morality intact and plays no role 

in the actual punishment; instead, he entrusts the giant to those in power to determine his fate. 

The protagonist’s masculinity is untainted by displays of violent retribution, appearing 

honourable as he ends the tyranny while avoiding bloodshed. The giant is still punished – but 

differently. Cruikshank’s revisions to his fairy tales may have been excessive and somewhat 

ill-judged, but they were well-intended. Just as he had a hand in saving real people from the 

death penalty, he too had a hand in saving the lives of these fantasy villains. Edward 

Knatchbull-Hugessen and Alfred Crowquill continued to consider the ‘problem’ of the giants 

in the late nineteenth century, and their approach will be the focus of the next section. 

 
152 Tatar Suggests that tales with ‘festive register’ that associated violence with empowerment would be phased 
out over time. Tatar, Off With their Heads! p.169.  
153 Maureen Nimon (1993) ‘Violence in Children’s Literature Today’ available at: https://eric.ed.gov, p.31-32. 
[November 28th 2016]. 
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2:3 Beyond Punishment: Appeasing the Giant in Alfred Crowquill’s 

‘The Grateful Ogre,’ and Edward Knatchbull-Hugessen’s ‘The Lost 

Prince’ 

 

The Giant’s journey through the shelves of the Hockliffe Collection reaches its conclusion in 

the late nineteenth century where we find that the relationship between the villain and hero has 

improved considerably. The giants are still ‘bad’, but the new generation of heroes and heroines 

seek out peaceful resolutions. The selected stories do retain some traditional features such as 

the giants’ propensity for dominating land and resources, stealing and kidnapping, but the 

bloodshed, trickery and slaying are removed.  The graphic violence found in the earlier tales 

was almost certainly intended to be amusing, but, as the controversy surrounding Cruikshank’s 

censorship demonstrates, by the end of the century, this particular brand of dark comedy had 

fallen flat.154 Humour is subjective and often dependent upon a specific time and place, altering 

and evolving with each generation.  However, while violent content might have become less 

popular, it does not necessarily mean that the stories are devoid of humour – it is just a different 

form of humour. 

 

Both of the tales explored in this section were published in the late 1870s, each featuring within 

a more extensive collection of tales. The first, ‘Kindness or Cruelty; or ‘The Grateful Ogre’ is 

included in the beautifully illustrated Famous Fairy Tales by Alfred Crowquill (1875). The 

second is ‘The Lost Prince’ which is part of Whispers from Fairyland (1877) written by Edward 

Knatchbull-Hugessen. Perhaps wisely, these two authors wrote original tales, thus avoiding the 

 
154 See the previous section for further detail of how George Cruikshank censored traditional tales. Among other 
issues, Cruikshank considerably altered how the Giant are punished in his re-telling of ‘Jack and the Beanstalk’ 
and ‘Hop-O’-My-Thumb’ which is an alternative title given to Charles Perrault’s ‘Little Thumb’. Given the tone 
of their revisions to familiar fairy tale ideas, it is difficult to imagine that Crowquill and Knatchbull-Hugessen 
would have supported Dickens’ criticism of censoring violence. 
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criticism experienced by Cruikshank for altering the works of others. The tales are very 

different in terms of style and content, but they do share commonality in their approach to 

punishing the giant. Despite the giant’s continued dastardly deeds, how the problems are 

resolved heralded a new dawn in which punishments would be replaced with forgiveness, a 

change that would contribute to our modern-day relationship with the giant. The biblical axiom 

‘eye for an eye’ is no longer in evidence as the giant is not only allowed to live but allowed to 

move beyond his crimes and remain a member of the fairyland community. 

 

Alfred Crowquill and his Long Forgotten Famous Fairy Tales 
 
 
“Alfred Crowquill” is the nom de plume of Alfred Forrester (1806-1872)155 a well-known 

illustrator-turned-author of the nineteenth century. Like Cruikshank, Forrester began his career 

in political satire and book illustration later turning his attention to writing and illustrating his 

range of books for children. Forrester had studied law but, according to Zipes, felt more drawn 

towards a career in journalism and art so began writing for newspapers while engaging in the 

study of etching. His illustrating career began with the creation of art for books written by his 

brother Charles.156 Again like Cruikshank, Forrester’s illustrations were regularly featured in 

Punch, The Illustrated London News, and Bentley’s Miscellany among others.157  Stanley 

Applebaum and Richard Kelly argue that during this early nineteenth-century period,  Forrester 

represented ‘humorous craftsmanship […] when grotesquery reigned’.158 Frank White 

indicates Forrester’s popularity: his ‘services as an artist were very much in demand as was his 

 
155 The pen name “Alfred Crowquill” was initially shared by the brothers Alfred and Charles Forrester until 
1843 when Charles retired. For further information: see Lambiek Comiclopedia (2018) Alfred Crowquill: Alfred 
Henry Forrester. Available at: www.lambiek.net. [Accessed: April 5th 2017]. 
156 Zipes, Victorian Fairy Tales, p.58.  
157 Given their shared career interests and location in London, it is likely that the two men were known to one 
and another. 
158 Great Drawings and Illustrations from Punch, 1841-1901, ed. by Stanley Applebaum and Richard M. Kelly 
(New York: Dover Publications, 1981) . 
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literary work’.159 Forrester, as noted by Sutherland,  also illustrated books such as G.W.M. 

Reynolds’s Pickwick Abroad (1839) and a number of novels by Henry Coxton, describing his 

style as being ‘reminiscent of Phiz and particularly influencing the development of Victorian 

children’s books’.160 However, John Buchanan-Brown is less favourable in his appraisal of the 

artist whom he describes as ‘an attractive if minor talent, feted in the 1850s and 1860s to be 

demoted to that of the comic illustrator – mainly of children’s books’ which appears to be of 

secondary importance to this particular scholar.161  

 

A mixed review is also provided by Zipes who argues that whilst Forrester’s work for an adult 

audience was rich in ‘parody and highly fantastic’, his work for children’s books had a more 

serious tone, resulting in fairy tales ‘with moral purpose’ in which ‘Victorian writers 

endeavoured to tame the fantasy of the literary fairy tale with Christian teaching’.162 Zipes 

harshly groups Crowquill’s Fairy Book (1840) among the ‘tedious books of fairy tales’ 

published at that time.163  Since Forrester’s “Alfred Crowquill” books for children explicitly 

express an intention to be comical, it seems unlikely that his fairy tales would be intentionally 

‘serious’ or ‘tedious’. Gillian Beer explores how Crowquill employed ‘comedy to encourage 

pupils’ in his instructional works, noting that he was ‘one of Lewis Carroll’s favourite comic 

artists’ and that his work may have influenced some aspects of Alice Adventures in 

Wonderland. His books intertwined ‘puns and cartoons’ in works intended to instruct readers 

in the rules of grammar and arithmetic, frequently satirising Victorian society.164 Titles include 

 
159 Frank L. White, ‘Artist-Authors. Second (And Last) Article’, The Connoisseur, 2 (1888), 204–206 
(p.204). JSTOR, www.jstor.org/stable/25581178. [Accessed April 4th 2017]. 
160 John Sutherland, Stanford Companion to Victorian Literature (California: Stanford University Press, 1990), 
p.164. 
161 John Buchanan-Brown, Early Victorian Illustrated Books: Britain, France and Germany, 1820-1860 (British 
Library, 2005), p.181. 
162 Zipes, Victorian Fairy Tales, p.58. 
163 Ibid. p. xix. 
164 Gillian Beer, Alice in Space: The Sideways Victorian World of Lewis Carroll (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 2016), p.123. 
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the Comic English Grammar and Comic Arithmetic165, and the Hockliffe Collection holds two 

editions of The Pictorial Grammar published in 1851 and 1876.166 

 
In his discussion of the new style of literary fairy tales that emerged during the late nineteenth 

century, Jason Harris argues that they tended to incorporate issues that were being expounded 

in other forms of literature, such as ‘industrialisation, utilitarianism, the Woman Question, 

moral didacticism, and socialism […] merging magic with modernity’.167 Harris suggests that 

it was during this period that the ‘Victorians began to mock the fairy tale form itself’, resulting 

in the merger of ‘the wonders of the fairy tale tradition’ with ‘divisive social issues of 

contemporary life’ which Harris argues ‘generates the fantastic’. The divisions between 

contemporaneous ideology and history are softened and blurred by satire and humour. The 

resultant tales are perceived as more developed and sophisticated and devoid of the ‘absurd 

and immoral’ content associated with their forebears.168 Within this school of thought, the 

criticism of Cruikshank has become outdated; the new generation of witty, clever tales are 

associated with progression and modernity. It was now acceptable and indeed preferable to 

reimagine the tales but, of course, versions of the original tales continued to be published 

alongside the contemporary adaptations, providing increased choice for readers. 

 

Interpreting comedy and irony in historical texts can be challenging, and it is entirely possible 

that books written ‘tongue-in-cheek’ could be misunderstood today. In her analysis of the 

problems that can arise when attempting to translate humour, Delia Chiaro argues that 

successful comedy is dependent upon a:  

 
165 Alfred H. Forrester, The Pictorial Grammar, by Alfred Crowquill. (London: William Tegg & Co., 1876).  
166 The first was published by Harvey and Darton in 1851 and the later edition by William Tegg, both publishers 
were based in London. 
167 Jason M. Harris, Folklore and the Fantastic in Nineteenth-Century British Fiction (Hampshire and 
Burlington: Ashgate Publishing, 2008), p.37. 
168 Ibid. p.37-38. 
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combination of such linguistic and culture-specific features that [can] create one of the 
most arduous challenges not only for professional translators of comic literature, theatre 
and films but also for anyone who has tried to tell a joke or be funny in a language other 
than their own.169  

 

It is plausible that the situational nature of satirical humour combined with pre-conceived ideas 

about the stern, humourless Victorians, casts a shadow over the intended parody.  

 

 

Fig 2:10 
 
 
Alfred Crowquill: Parodying Jack 
 
Crowquill’s Famous Fairy Tales includes four stories which convey varying views on 

punishment (see Fig 2:10). The four stories are: ‘The Two Sparrows,’ ‘Kindness and Cruelty; 

or, The Grateful Ogre,’ ‘The Red Cap; or, The Dwarf of Rugen,’ and ‘Honesty and Cunning; 

or, The Fox and the Farmer’s Dog’. ‘The Two Sparrows’, enriched by Crowquill’s appealing 

 
169 Delia Chiaro, Translation, Humour and Literature: Translation and Humour (London and New York: 
Continuum International Publishing, 2010),  p.1. 
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illustrations presents two opposing characters, one good and one bad, and both are equally 

extreme. The good bird is ‘naturally industrious, and had never been guilty of idle habits, which  

always led to the worst consequences’ and is contrasted by the second who ‘was a lazy idle 

little bird, and would not rise early to provide for himself; but would peep slyly out of his nest’ 

waiting for the other bird to bring back food.170 Unsurprisingly the story ends badly for the bad 

sparrow who is shot by the farmer. The narrator clarifies why the bird is punished:  

I am sure it is always a trouble to kind and good people to hear of the wicked doings of 
others; and a grief to hear of their punishments; although it is necessary to punish all 
evil doers as to reward the good and industrious.171   

 
This bird ‘was punished most deservedly for his deceit and ingratitude, in robbing those who 

fed him in the hour of his need and trouble’.172  The suggestion is that no matter how unpleasant 

they might be, punishments are necessary. The consequences are simultaneously a necessary 

corrective for the wrongdoer and a reward for the well-behaved. The formal language sounds 

harsh to a modern reader, but the description of the shooting, complete with onomatopoeia 

underlined with exclamation marks, could also be read as reminiscent of the dark humour found 

in earlier tales: ‘Bang! Went the farmer’s blunderbuss: rattle! Went the shots; and dreadful 

slaughter was the consequence’.173 This description is accompanied by an illustration of the 

bird divided into pieces within a cloud of smoke (see Fig 2:11).  

 
170 Alfred Crowquill, Famous Fairy Tales by Alfred Crowquill. (London: Ward and Lock, c.1878), p.2. 
171 Ibid. p.18. 
172 Ibid. p.22. 
173 Ibid. 
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Fig 2:11 The punished bird. 
 
 
However, within the context of the illustration, the moralistic claims seem disingenuous as the 

author anticipates the humour and pleasures associated with the bird receiving both natural and 

poetic justice. 

 
The idea of two opposing characters is also present in ‘Kindness and Cruelty; or, The Grateful 

Ogre’. Peter is ‘kind hearted and loved every created thing, and would not put his foot upon a 

worm nor kill a fly’ unlike his brother Carl who was ‘always tormenting something for his 

amusement: if a dog ran through the village with a kettle or bramble tied to his tail, everyone 

knew Carl had done it’.174 Boys being cruel to animals is a popular motif in nineteenth-century 

children’s literature and is synonymous with an undesirable form of masculinity.175 However, 

Carl’s cruelty is not limited to animals: ‘if the old, blind knitting-woman fell into the brook, 

 
174 Crowquill, Famous Fairy Tales, p.28. 
175 The animal cruelty motif will be discussed further in the introduction to Chapter 6. 
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everybody knew who had led her there’.176 Just as the people knew that troubling things were 

likely to have been committed by Carl,  they also know that the person to put them right would 

be Peter. Carl’s misadventures catch up with him, and he is captured by the local Ogre, 

Grindenchoremup, who is described as being ten times the size of his neighbours and residing 

in a castle one hundred times larger than the local houses.177 Grindenchiremup’s offences are 

typical of the giant family, including carrying off livestock and ‘any farmers who dare to 

object’.178 However, unlike ‘Jack the Giant Killer,’ Peter is not motivated by a desire to punish 

the ogre for his offences; he enters the castle to rescue Carl.  

 

During his adventures, Peter falls down a well and fears that he too will fall prey to the ogre, 

but is saved by the arrival of a snake, ‘the slave of good spirits,’ who rewards the boy for his 

kindness towards animals. The snake imbues Peter with the power to ‘destroy the strong and 

the wicked’.179 Like Jack, Peter finds himself empowered with magical abilities which would 

greatly assist him in killing the ogre. The choice of a snake for the role of animal helper is 

unexpected but, as later revealed, Peter rejects the weapon in favour of kindness, positioning 

the snake as a covert agent of temptation.  

 

Upon entering the ogre’s room, killing could not be further from Peter’s mind as he realises 

that the ogre is sick and vulnerable (see Fig 2:12). Jack would have pounced on this 

opportunity, but compassionate Peter begins filling buckets with water, pouring them into the 

ogre’s mouth. Peter later finds Carl hanging on a meat hook and after his frightening 

 
176 Ibid. 
177 The giant’s name can be interpreted as a demotic blend of ‘grind and chew him up’ and can be read as a 
comic intertextual allusion to the formulaic nature of traditional stories. 
178 Crowquill, Famous Fairy Tales, p.28. 
179Ibid. p.32. 
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experience, ‘regretted his cruel and mischievous disposition’ (see Fig 2:13).180  Accompanying 

this part of the story is a shocking illustration that objectifies Carl as just another piece of meat. 

 

 
Fig 2:12      Fig 2:13    

 

Peter’s restraint could be read as a direct response to and parody of ‘Jack the Giant Killer’ who 

uses his magical objects to cause pain and suffering to the giants in a deceptive manner.181 

There is no desire to punish the ogre for his past offences;  instead the two enter into a working 

relationship as Peter becomes the ogre’s steward who ‘righted the wronged and protected the 

weak’ and with his assistance, the ogre ‘began to enjoy the peace and tranquillity that 

accompanied justness practised towards all around him’.182 In another deviation from 

traditional representations,  Peter does not steal from the ogre as he ‘never forgot that no gold 

 
180Ibid. p.44. 
181 For further analysis of ‘Jack the Giant Killer’ please refer to the first section of this chapter: ‘Criminal 
Executioner, and Spectator: Resistance and Subversion in Nineteenth-Century Editions of ‘Jack the Giant 
Killer’. 
182 Crowquill, Famous Fairy Tales, p.48. 
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was equal to the love of your fellow creatures, and that the worst and wickedest can be brought 

back to reason and repentance by the magic of kindness’.183 The narrator suggests that kindness 

and forgiveness are far more effective means of social correction than violence and killing.  

 

However, this is not the case in the other three tales of Alfred Crowquill’s Famous Fairy Tales 

which all end with the wrong-doers being killed. We have already seen this in ‘The Two 

Sparrows’. Similarly, ‘Honesty and Cunning; or, the Fox and the Farmer’s Dog’ concludes 

with the badly behaved animal being killed by the farmer.184 In ‘The Red Cap; or, The Dwarf 

of the Rugen’ three men who plotted to steal the fruits of Marie’s magical garden, are punished 

with an icy death when they are buried in snow by the dwarf (see Fig. 2:14). The deaths are 

emphasised with illustrations, and one of the latter includes the caption: ‘the punishment of the 

ungrateful plotters’.185 The ogre is the only villain in the Collection to survive, a decision which 

is most likely to have been motivated by a desire to subvert ‘Jack the Giant Killer’, satirising 

the now morally dubious content, alongside the social issue of animal cruelty.186 Applebaum 

notes how Forrester was remembered as a ‘clever and genial man’,187 and his works were 

undoubtedly intended to be both fun and instructional, but his style has not survived the passing 

of time. 

 
183 Ibid p.48. 
184 This is a traditional story which associates the undesirable flaw of being sly with the fox who is shot by the 
farmer. 
185 Crowquill, Famous Fairy Tales.  
186 Scholars have paid considerable attention to the motif of animal cruelty in children’s literature of the 
nineteenth century. It is a flaw almost always associated with boys, and the punishments are frequently as 
violent as the offence itself. These were used to emphasise issues of animal welfare in addition to emphasising 
the worse potential of childhood. See the Introduction to Chapter 6 that further explores issues in the tales that 
relate to animals. 
187 Stanley & Kelly. 
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Fig 2:14 

 
 

Knatchbull-Hugessen and the Industrial Giant 
 
Edward Knatchbull-Hugessen created the final Giant of the Hockliffe corpus in his story of 

‘The Lost Prince’ which features in a volume of fairy tales entitled Whispers from Fairy Land, 

published in 1877. The Hockliffe Collection also holds another volume written by Knatchbull-

Hugessen entitled Tales at Tea-Time: Fairy Stories which was published in 1872 by Macmillan 

and Co. In the introduction to the latter, Knatchbull-Hugessen describes being in his fourth 

year of writing fairy tales which he attributes to both public approval and kind reviews of his 

work.188 He describes how the tales ‘are transcribed in the few hours of leisure’ he has available 

 
188 Edward, H. Knatchbull-Hugessen, Tales at Tea-time. (London: Macmillan & Co., 1872). There are eight 
fairy stories in this particular Collection: ‘The Pea-Green Nose,’ ‘War in Dolldon,’ ‘The River-King,’ ‘The 
Story of a Horse,’ ‘Sybil’s vision,’ ‘The Boy with a Tail,’ ‘The Search after Happiness,’ and ‘The Man who 
made the best of Everything’. 
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and provide him with ‘relaxation’ from his ‘busy official life’.189 The official life to which he 

refers is his political career which saw him serve as an MP for Sandwich, Lord Treasurer, 

Under-Secretary for Home Affairs and ‘for a time as a member of Gladstone’s Cabinet’.190 It 

was during this period that Knatchbull-Hugessen awarded the title of Baron Brabourne.191 His 

motivation for producing fairy tales came from the desire to write stories for his children and 

offered a welcome respite from the demanding world of Westminster.  

 

While Knatchbull-Hugessen has received minimal scholarly attention for his contribution to 

the history of the literary fairy tale, academics discuss him concerning his famous great-aunt, 

Jane Austen. Upon the death of his mother, Fanny Knight, Knatchbull-Hugessen had come into 

possession of an extensive collection of letters written by Austen which he subsequently edited 

and published in 1884 under the title Letters of Jane Austen.192 Knight, who is described often 

as being Austen’s favourite niece, was the daughter of Austen’s sister Cassandra, to whom the 

majority of the letters were written.193 Knatchbull-Hugessen’s name also surfaces in the 

scholarship of J.R.R. Tolkien, specifically concerning works that may have had a positive 

influence on him. Tolkien described in a letter how, as a child, he had enjoyed reading ‘“an old 

collection”’ that ‘“contained one story I was then very fond of called ‘Puss-Cat Mew’” which 

Anderson argues has ‘several Tolkienian resonances’.194 This story features within another 

volume by Knatchbull-Hugessen entitled Puss-Cat Mew and other Stories for my Children 

(c.1869). 

 
189 Knatchbull-Hugessen, Tales at Tea-time. 
190 For further details on his political career see.wikipedia.org and Carolyn Sigler, Alternative Alice’s: Visions 
and Revisions of Lewis Carroll’s Alice Books (Kentucky: University Press of Kentucky, 2015), p.193. 
191 Deirdre Le Faye, ‘Lord Brabourne's Edition of Jane Austen's Letters’, The Review of English Studies, 52 
(2001), 91–102 (p.91). JSTOR, www.jstor.org/stable/3070492. [Accessed: April 5th 2017]. Also see Robert 
Douglas-Fairhurst, The Story of Alice (Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 2015). 
192 Sigler, p.193. 
193 W. Baker (2008) A Critical Companion to Jane Austen: A Literary Reference to her Life and Work (New 
York: Facts on File, 2008)  p.507. 
194 Douglas Anderson, Tales before Tolkien: The Roots of Modern Fantasy (Ballantine Books, 2003), np. 
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A more critical review comes from scholars who are concerned with Lewis Carroll and, more 

specifically, with other authors who may have been a little too inspired by Carroll’s Alice in 

Wonderland. Knatchbull-Hugessen’s tale ‘Ernest’ (1869) has  been identified as, at the very 

least, influenced by Carroll’s classic. In the preface, Knatchbull-Hugessen himself 

acknowledges the parallels but argues that “it is difficult to avoid the occasional appearance, if 

not the reality of plagiarism”.195  Robert Douglas-Fairhurst agrees with Knatchbull-Hugessen’s 

statement, arguing that the narrative of ‘Ernest’ ‘is thick with echoes of Carroll’s style’.196 Jan 

Susina also identifies Knatchbull-Hugessen as another author ‘quick to borrow from Carroll’s 

success’ positioning him as one of the first to do so. Susina includes Knatchbull-Hugessen’s 

defence in which he argues that ‘travelling upon a path so often trodden before’ it can be 

difficult to avoid ‘a family resemblance to Alice in Wonderland’. Having conceded a little 

plagiarism, Knatchbull-Hugessen counters that he had thought of his story ‘Ernest’ long ago, 

‘before the appearance of this admirable child’s book’.197 It is acknowledged that Carroll 

himself was, of course, also influenced by a range of literary works. Susina argues that he was 

forced to adopt a similar defence to Knatchbull-Hugessen’s, when ‘defending Wonderland 

against the charges of imitating Nowhere’ almost two centuries later.198 However, there is much 

more to be said about the works of Knatchbull-Hugessen, particularly concerning his 

interesting engagement with issues of gender and nineteenth-century politics.  

 

The alluring picture of Knatchbull-Hugessen returning home from a hard day in Parliament 

and then sitting down for a few hours to wistfully pen a fairy tale is somewhat undermined by 

the volume of his output which feels more like an ambitious undertaking than a whimsical 

 
195 Sigler, p.193. 
196 Douglas-Fairhurst, p.220. 
197 Ibid. 
198 Jan Susina, The Place of Lewis Carroll in Children’s Literature  (Oxon and New York: Routledge, 2013), 
np.  
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endeavour. Delia Le Faye suggests that the MP published sixteen volumes of fairy tales 

between 1869 and 1887 with each containing more than half a dozen stories.199 A review 

published in the Eclectic Magazine in 1873 discusses Tales at Teatime, praising Knatchbull-

Hugessen, and others like him, for creating a ‘tasteful and charming volume’ that demonstrates 

the improvements being made to children’s literature at that time, leaving behind the 

‘inexpressibly dreary, didactic, and “moral”’ works which were ‘the productions of the crudest 

and most unskilful hacks’ resulting in the ‘genuine cause for congratulation’. The praise 

continues: ‘Mr Knatchbull-Hugessen has the genuine narrative faculty, and inventive 

imagination, a nimble fancy, and a hearty love of his work’.200 Knatchbull-Hugessen took his 

writing seriously, but the lack of canonisation and scholarship is indicative that his works did 

not make the impact for which he strived.201 The previous discussion about George Cruikshank 

demonstrates the consequences that can occur when an author is criticised by a ‘heavy-weight’ 

such as Charles Dickens both then and today. Perhaps writing a tale that became associated 

with the plagiarising of Lewis Carroll had a similarly negative effect on the credibility of 

Knatchbull-Hugessen. 

 

Sniggering and Satire in ‘The Lost Prince’ 
 
Whispers from Fairyland by the Rt. Hon. E.H. Knatchbull-Hugessen, M.P. author of ‘Stories 

for Children’, ‘Moons Line,’ ‘Queer Folk’ etc. was published by Longman Green & Co. in 

1877 and contains seven stories.202 The book begins with a dedication to “To the Mothers of 

England” which explores the problematic nature of children’s literature, arguing that ‘it is 

 
199 Le Faye, p.91. 
200 W.H. Bidwell Eclectic Magazine: Foreign Literature, Vol 17 (New York: E.R. Pelton, 1873), p.119. 
201 The absence might also be explained by Knatchbull-Hugessen’s exclusion from Harvey Darton’s survey of 
children’s books in England.  
202 The seven stories are ‘The Lost Prince,’ ‘The History of a Rook,’ ‘The Silver Fairies,’ ‘The Witches Island,’ 
‘Harry’s Dream,’ ‘The Red Barron,’ and ‘The Two Etonians’. 
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difficult to please all readers. The child just out of the nursery, the young lady “in the school 

room,” the school-boy and the “grown-up children” who do me the honour to read my books, 

cannot be all exactly suited to every story’.203 Identifying what is meant by a child reader is 

just one of the problematic issues of children’s literature which Jacqueline Rose’s seminal 

book, The Case of Peter Pan: or The Impossibility of Children’s Fiction explores. She argues 

that there is ‘no body of literature which rests so openly on an acknowledged difference, a 

rupture almost, between writer and addressee. Children’s fiction sets up the child as an outsider 

to its own process, and then aims, unashamedly, to take the child in’.204 Conscious of the 

potential clash of interests, Knatchbull-Hugessen recognised the age-related diversity of his 

implied readership, hoping that despite any perceived ‘defects, there is nothing in it which can 

do harm or teach evil lessons to the child-world I love so well’.205  

 

Whispers may not yet have received attention from contemporary scholars, but it was reviewed 

and critiqued in the press at the time of publication and appears to have been well received. An 

article published in the Stamford Mercury on November 6th 1874, introduces the author as the 

‘ex Under Secretary for the Colonies [who] is exceedingly happy and successful in his tales for 

the amusement of juveniles’.206 This is followed by the comment that ‘there runs through most 

of [these stories] a vain humour that tickles the fancy and rivets the attention of the reader, and 

the incidents being mainly of a supernatural order they are great stimulants of youthful 

curiosity,’ thus implying that witty writing for children is associated with vanity and 

flamboyant self-indulgence on the part of the author. However, the resultant stories are 

 
203 Edward H. Knatchbull-Hugessen, Whispers from Fairyland (London: Longmans Green & Co, 1877), p. v. 
204 Rose, p.2. 
205 Knatchbull-Hugessen , Whispers, p. v. 
206 ‘Whispers from Fairyland by the Rt. Hon. E. H. Knatchbull-Hugessen, M.P. Stamford Mercury November 6 
1874 – p.6. [Accessed: April 16th 2017]. 
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‘artistically constructed and abundantly eventful’.207  Another review in The Morning Post 

confidently argues that the book will be welcomed by children ‘who take delight in dreamland 

and love to linger over the pranks and frolics of fairies’.208 The article notes Knatchbull-

Hugessen’s dedication ‘To the Mothers of England […where he] pays a very handsome 

compliment to the ladies of England’. It concludes by recommending the volume: ‘our purpose 

is fulfilled if we have wetted (sic) the reader’s appetite, stimulated his fancy, or excited his 

curiosity’.209 

 

However, The Dover Express gave a more critical review condemning Knatchbull-Hugessen’s 

deployment of political satire, arguing that the ‘most precocious of infant politicians can 

scarcely be expected to appreciate the fun of allusions to the influence of beer in elections and 

the price of coals’. The review concludes: ‘Whispers from Fairyland is a favourable but 

thorough-going specimen of the new style of such literature’ that displays ‘one fatal defect of 

treating children like little grown-up people, that mars everything, like the gift of the old fairy 

who was not invited to a christening’. They suggest that the tales will be enjoyed by ‘very 

unpolitical readers’ and ‘grown-up readers’ who will like them better still, concluding that it is 

‘in that praise lies our blame’.210 This critique is an explicit rejection of the new style of fairy 

tale that incorporated and satirised social issues within the framing of a traditional folk tale. 

There can be little doubt that Knatchbull-Hugessen’s brand of humour is conscious of the 

presence of adults and intended for their amusement, engaging in what Barbara Wall terms a 

 
207 ‘Whispers from Fairyland by the Rt. Hon. E. H. Knatchbull-Hugessen, M.P. Stamford Mercury November 6 
1874 – p.6. [Accessed: April 16th 2017]. 
208 The Morning Post (1874) ‘Knatchbull-Hugessen’s Fairy Tales’ 12 November. p.3. Available at: The British 
Newspaper Archive (2019) Available at: https://www.britishnewspaperarchive.co.uk. [Accessed: April 16th 
2017]. 
209 Ibid. 
210 The Dover Express (1874) ‘Literary Notices’, 4 December. p.2. Available at: The British Newspaper Archive 
(2019) Available at: https://www.britishnewspaperarchive.co.uk. [Accessed: April 16th 2017]. 
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double address, expressing ‘a concern for something other than purely children’s interests’.211 

While the article appears to suspect double address, and that the child is intentionally excluded 

from the humour, Knatchbull-Hugessen’s explicit awareness of potential issues surrounding 

child readers makes this unlikely. Sandra Beckett argues that ‘the art of cross writing child and 

adult obviously is not a new phenomenon’ and cites historical examples including those of 

John Bunyan, Charles Perrault and Jonathan Swift’.212 This approach to fairy tales continues 

today with, for example, Disney’s cinematic interpretations of fairy tales frequently including 

humour that is more likely to be understood by an adult than by a child but does not undermine 

the child’s enjoyment. 

 

Rethinking Giants and Gender in ‘The Lost Prince’  

 
‘The Lost Prince’ is the tale of Prince Merry who, at age ten, wanders away from his maid 

whose attention has been temporarily distracted by the attention of a passing soldier. The boy 

is kidnapped, and it is later revealed that he is being held by Giant Pattle-perry where he 

remains for nine years. Subverting typical gender roles in historical fairy tales and, arguably,  

still under the influence of Alice, Knatchbull-Hugessen’s kidnapped prince is rescued by his 

two princess sisters who bravely confront the giant and facilitate Prince Merry’s escape.213 

Amidst the satire of Victorian society is the introduction of realism and satirical targets through 

descriptions of the police force, government, military, passports and newspaper publishers.214 

Along with reversed gender roles is the parody of tales such as ‘Sleeping Beauty in the Wood’ 

as, despite the prince’s disappearance, ‘no general blight fell upon everybody and everything 

 
211 B. Wall  The Narrator’s Voice: The Dilemma of Children’s Fiction (London and New York: Palgrave 
MacMillan, 1991)  p.35 
212 S. L. Beckett Transcending Boundaries: Writing for a Dual Audience of Children and Adults  (Oxon and 
New York: Routledge, 2013) p. xii. 
213 Similarly, in ‘Witches Island’, K-H creates a situation where a husband is kidnapped and rescued by his wife 
who battles monsters and saves him from the witches who are amusingly disguised as ladies of fashion. 
214 The same sort of content that irritated the author of the review in the Dover Express. 
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but the people persevered in prospering […] as if the young prince had never been lost at all’.215 

This is all much to the frustration of the members of the royal family, who consider it poor 

form ‘that the common people should be happy when royalty suffered’.216  

 

The press reviews for this specific tale are particularly positive. Together with ‘Harry’s 

Dream’, it is described as a charming story ‘mixed up with a good deal of drollery’.217 The 

review by The Morning Post focuses on ‘The Lost Prince’ noting the ‘sly touch of satiric 

humour’ when discussing the royal family and high praise for the tale’s conclusion whereby 

‘the resolution of the royal ladies was amply sounded, not one whit injured by his captivity, so 

terminating the wonderful history of Prince Merry and his charming sisters’.218 Even the 

otherwise critical Dover Express concedes that ‘nothing can be more clever than “The Lost 

Prince,” “Witches Island,” and ‘The Silver Fairies” of Mr Knatchbull-Hugessen. The whole 

machinery of fairydom is turned to new and fresh account with admirable ingenuity – and there 

the matter ends’.219  

 

Compromising with the Industrial Giant 
 
Traditional hero/villain relationships are also subverted and challenged in ‘The Lost Prince’. It 

is two brave princesses who hunt down Giant Pattle-perry, who reigns over the ‘coal country’ 

and is identified as ‘the prince’s abductor’ and ‘the sole cause of all the misery’. He is described 

as ‘one of the worst giants the world ever saw, which is saying a great deal, for those overgrown 

 
215 Knatchbull-Hugessen, Whispers, p.10. 
216 Ibid. This satirises the aristocracy by suggesting that the country is run by lower classes who remain 
unaffected by the suffering of the royal family. ‘Class’ is explored in further detail in Chapter 5. 
217 ‘Whispers from Fairyland by the Rt. Hon. E. H. Knatchbull-Hugessen, M.P.’ Stamford Mercury November 6 
1874. p.6. 
218 The Morning Post (1874) ‘Knatchbull-Hugessen’s Fairy Tales’ 12 November. p.3. Available at: The British 
Newspaper Archive (2019) Available at: https://www.britishnewspaperarchive.co.uk. 
219 The Dover Express (1874) ‘Literary Notices’, 4 December. p.2. Available at: The British Newspaper Archive 
(2019) Available at: https://www.britishnewspaperarchive.co.uk. 
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rascals are a bad lot altogether [and…] a terrible tyrant’ who oppresses the people by forcing 

them to work in the coal-pits in order to generate ‘large revenue’ for himself (see Fig 2:15).220 

This is a contemporary take on the traditional idea of giants dominating landscapes and 

depleting resources to the detriment of the local, oppressed people. Giant Pattle-perry is not of 

the club-carrying dumb brute variety; he is more indicative of the sophisticated type who is 

duplicitous, conveying courtesy and demonstrating an awareness of social etiquette while 

simultaneously plotting the demise of his foes.  The ability to smell humans is not featured and 

the propensity towards cannibalism is satirised by stating that ‘since the days of steam, 

railways, and vote by ballot, giants have given up being cannibals, and only eat beef, mutton, 

pork and such things’.221 This fairy tale is associated with modern progress and the giant is 

more sophisticated and therefore capable of reform.  

 
Fig 2:15 Giant Pattle-perry 

 

 
220 Ibid. p.32. 
221 Ibid. p.42. 
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The representations of punishment found in ‘The Lost Prince’ are intended to be comical, as 

demonstrated by the King’s choice of punishment for the maid and soldier whose dalliance was 

responsible for the loss of the prince. He determined ‘that she [the maid] should be […] eaten 

alive by white mice, and the soldier put in a bag full of hedgehogs and rolled down the steepest 

precipice in that part of the world’. However, the jester wisely ‘remind[s] the angry monarch 

that the nature of white mice was not such as to render it improbable […] and that hedgehogs 

being exceedingly rare in that country’ would result in considerable delays in gathering an 

appropriate quantity.222 The King concedes, deciding instead that the pair should be locked in 

a cage until the prince is found. At the end of the tale, the duo is set free and told that they can 

now marry ‘but somehow or other, nine years of each other’s company had so altered their 

view of matrimony [...] that they respectfully declined’.223 This is intended for the amusement 

of parents and the descriptions of punishment are fanciful and far removed from oppressive 

real-world punishments.  

 

Upon the capture of Giant Pattle-perry, the princesses are informed that ‘the Giant is at your 

mercy, and you only have to say the word and his head shall be struck off immediately’. The 

sisters are aghast at the suggestion of such violence and simultaneously cry ‘oh no!’ Malvina 

states ‘we should be sorry to return evil for evil, especially as the Giant has done us no harm 

in reality’. She resolves: ‘let him live, provided that he will take an oath never again to interfere 

with our father’s kingdom or to carry off straggling children, be they prince or peasant’.224 Like 

Crowquill’s ogre story, the traditional ‘eye for eye’ punishment is superseded by a non-violent 

response that seeks to correct the Giant’s behaviour without physical injury and preserves the 

morality of the heroines. It transpires that the kidnapping of the prince was something of a 

 
222 Knatchbull-Hugessen, Whispers, p.5. 
223 Ibid. p.71. 
224 Ibid. p.68. 
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spontaneous act and that, at least initially, the giant had been unaware of the boy’s identity. 

However, once realising that he was a prince, Pattle-perry had decided to raise him as his heir 

and set about educating the child. He may lack judgement but his recognition of the importance 

of education provides at least one redeemable feature. The giant reasons: ‘your brother is safe 

and sound, and had I not loved him as my own son?’ which is confirmed by the prince 

himself.225 The Giant is so relieved that he swears: ‘by the Great Giant Oath to be your faithful 

vassal and slave until the end of my days’.226 The situation is amicably resolved without any 

punishment being administered; the giant keeps his word and is later included in the wedding 

celebrations of the two sisters. This is a similar sentiment to that conveyed in Alfred 

Crowquill’s ‘The Grateful Ogre’, that even ‘the worst and wickedest can be brought back to 

reason and repentance by the magic of kindness’.227 

 

Conclusion 

The character of the giant continued to develop and evolve into the twentieth century, his 

crimes significantly reduced in terms of seriousness until his offences become more social than 

criminal, as demonstrated in Oscar Wilde’s The Selfish Giant (1888).228 By removing his 

criminality, the giant becomes a more sympathetic character blighted by his size, a lonely 

outsider who does not fit into his community. In tales such as the Roald Dahl’s The BFG (1982) 

and Warner Brother’s movie The Iron Giant (1999), the child forms an emotional connection 

with the giant and embark on shared adventure-seeking resolutions to the challenges they both 

face. As the three preceding sections of this chapter have demonstrated, the punishment of 

giants underwent a significant shift from their early arrival in children’s literature from the folk 

 
225 Ibid. p.69. 
226 Ibid.  
227 Crowquill, Famous Fairy Tales, p.48. 
228 Wilde’s giant is guilty of selfishness rather than more traditional offences of cannibalism and the 
mismanagement of resources. 
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tradition, through to their more developed counterparts later in the century. The early 

representations featured a level of violence that was already out of kilter with new ideas about 

punishment and desirable forms of masculinity. George Cruikshank addressed these issues and 

reimagined the tales, effectively sending the giant to prison, a move that is mostly 

overshadowed by his other revisions. By the end of the century, we find that giants are no 

longer physically punished. There are other more pressing social issues to address and the style 

has moved on and brought with it an injection of satire and parody. Of course, versions of the 

traditional tales remained throughout, defying the changes that threatened their existence.  They 

offer an untouchable form of nostalgia which continues to be appealing to generation after 

generation, although rarely are two versions the same. Unlike the works of Cruikshank, 

Crowquill and Knatchbull-Hugessen, the traditional tales are surprisingly persistent and sit 

alongside the latest generation of fairy books which seek to subvert and reimagine them.  
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Chapter 3 
 

Punishing Relationships: Motherhood and other Offences 
 

3:1 The History of ‘Tom Thumb’ and the Culpability of Motherhood 
 

In 1801, John Harris (1756-1846) found himself in the coveted position of being the new owner 

of John Newbery’s famous publishing house on the corner of St Paul’s Church Yard in 

London.1 Ambition, determination and fortuitous timing had placed Harris in the role of 

manager when Elizabeth Newbery decided to sell. Harris’ purchase not only involved the 

acquisition of the Newbery name and its association with the advent of children’s literature, it 

also provided him with an extensive back catalogue of book titles.2 Newbery’s business, 

reputation and legacy had survived long after his death in 1767 and had been passed down 

through his family.3 Harris had previously been employed in several publishing houses and ran 

his own book retailer, ‘Harris’s Juvenile Library’, before becoming Elizabeth Newbery’s 

manager.4 According to his biographer, Marjorie Moon, Harris had been left with a significant 

number of books which provided ‘his chief stock-in-trade for a year or two’.5  It was in 1804 

that Harris began to make his mark through the introduction of original new material,6 

including colourful and entertaining works such as Mother Hubbard (1805), The Butterfly Ball 

(1807) and The Peacock ‘at home’ (1807).7 Alongside these popular titles, Harris also achieved 

 
1 Little has been written about John Harris, and his main biographer is Marjorie Moon:  See Marjory Moon, 
John Harris’s Books for Youth 1801-1843. (Cambridge: M Moon & A.J.B. Spilman, 1976). For further 
discussion of Harris also see Harvey Darton, article in Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, and in Oxford 
Companion, pp.240-2. 
2 While there is some disagreement about when children’s literature emerged, most scholars agree that as a 
serious publishing genre it began when John Newbery published his first children’s book A Little Pretty Pocket 
Book. Harvey Darton, p.1.. 
3 Moon, John Harris, and Harvey Darton. 
4 According to Moon, Harris’ book shop was also located at St Pauls Church Yard in London. Ibid. 
5 Ibid. 
6 Moon suggests that Harris used the services of at least one anonymous female writer between 1804 and 1817. 
Ibid. 
7 Moon, John Harris & Harvey Darton. According to Harvey Darton, The Butterfly Ball was written by William 
Roscoe (1753-1831) and proved so popular that Harris produced a sequel, The Peacock ‘at Home’ (1807), 
written by Mrs Dorset. The tales achieved shared sales of 40,000 in the first year. Harvey Darton, p.200. 
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financial success from publishing instructional texts for children, penned by morality stalwarts 

such as Sarah Trimmer, Barbara Hofland and Maria Budden, among others. Moon is highly 

critical of such authors whom she imagines were reluctantly published by Harris and explains 

their success as based on an adult perception of “safety” in relation to the content, rather than 

any enjoyment for the child. If “safe” stories made the books appealing to adult buyers, then it 

also made the books “safe” in terms of sales.8 Moon delights in imagining the frustration and 

disdain of Trimmer and the other ‘moralizing kill-joys’ upon beholding their books sharing the 

shelf with Harris’ lighter works, bursting with ‘entertainment, nonsense and delights’.9 

 

However, a closer examination of children’s books published by Harris within the Hockliffe 

corpus suggests that the publisher may not have been quite as reluctant to publish morality tales 

as Moon and Zipes suggest.10 There is evidence not only that Harris published the original 

material produced by his well-known clients, but that he also altered at least one established 

fairy tale (that had been inherited from Newbery) with additions that align the story with themes 

and ideas being promoted by morality writers of the time. While examining several nineteenth-

century editions of ‘Tom Thumb,’ it became apparent that Harris avoided simply re-printing 

the familiar tale and instead produced versions of the story which incorporate textual ‘tweaks’ 

that effectively subvert the original through the introduction of culpability to the character of 

the mother.11 This intervention has far-reaching consequences in terms of plot, tone and the 

meaning of the tale. As we shall see, Tom’s adventure shifts from a positive story of heroism 

 
8 According to Moon, the ‘moralizing Kill-joys’ also include Miss Sandham, Mrs Pilkington and Mrs Hurry. 
Moon, John Harris, p.2. 
9 Ibid.  
10 As previously mentioned Jack Zipes makes similar claims about John Harris. 
11 There are seven nineteenth-century books which feature ‘Tom Thumb’ within their title within the Hockliffe 
corpus. These have been compared with other nineteenth-century versions found within ‘The Baldwin Library 
of Online Children’s Literature’ which is run by the University of Florida and is available at: ufdc.ufl.edu. 
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and triumphs over adversity to an overtly didactic and cynical tale which warns of the 

consequences of bad mothering on the life of a son. 

 

The Reimagining and Flexible Identity of Tom Thumb 

It is essential at this juncture to clarify which version of ‘Tom Thumb’ is being discussed. The 

English story of ‘Tom Thumb’ has a long and well-documented history in Great Britain; the 

roots of the tale are likely to lie in the oral folk tradition and there is a verifiable publishing 

history dating back almost four centuries.12 As discussed by Harry Weiss, folk tales that feature 

a ‘thumbling’ character have been identified across the world, including European countries 

such as France, Germany and Denmark, and further afield in India and China.13 These stories 

share the same type of protagonist who, despite of his or her diminutive size, triumphs on 

account of their bravery, resolve and quick thinking.  

 

Elizabeth Wanning Harries states that of the twenty-four folk-tales gathered by Iona and Peter 

Opie in 1974,14 only three are of English origin, ‘and only one of those, “Tom Thumb” can be 

shown to have existed before the eighteenth century’.15 In fact, the character can be traced back 

to the sixteenth century with the first printed reference appearing in Reginald Scot’s work,  The 

Discoverie of Witchcraft (1584) which portrays Tom as a sinister figure amidst other monsters 

intended to frighten children.16 The earliest known publication of the prose story occurred in 

 
12 Harry B. Weiss, ‘Three Hundred Years of Tom Thumb’, The Scientific Monthly, 34 (1932).157-166. 
[Accessed: September 11th 2017]. 
13 Ibid. Weiss makes the connection between the English tale and a Scandinavian tale: ‘Thaumlin’; Danish tale: 
‘Sven Tomling’; German Tale: ‘Daumerling’; Indian Tales: ‘Tom Thyumb’ and ‘Vamuna’. 
14 See Opie & Opie. 
15 Wanning Harries, p.78. 
16 J.O. Halliwell, The Metrical History of Tom Thumb the little, as issued early in the 18th century (London: 
Whittington & Wilkins, 1860). Many scholars, including Halliwell, trace the earliest mention of Tom Thumb to 
this text.  
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the seventeenth century and was entitled: The History of Tom Thumbe.17 It was written by 

Richard Johnson and the only extant copy was published in 162118 but is not believed to be the 

first edition.19 The plot structure of Johnson’s version would remain more or less complete and 

in print for the following two centuries. According to Halliwell, the story was also printed in 

metrical form for John Wright in 1630 and then repeatedly for F. Coles, arguing that, ‘there 

can be no doubt that tracts on the subject were in circulation in England many years 

previously.20 John Newbery published the story in England in 1768, 1786 and 178921 and the 

story was frequently reproduced in chapbook form and can be found on various publisher lists 

both in England and the USA.22 

 

The popularity of the English tale in the eighteenth century is indicated when Henry Fielding 

staged a burlesque, The Tragedy of Tragedies: Or, The Life and Death of Tom Thumb in 1730.23 

The success of the parody and satire was dependent upon the audience having prior knowledge 

of the story. Given that the tale was initially structured in metrical verse and has an easily 

identifiable plot structure, it is likely that people would have known the lines and patterns of 

the story, perhaps verbatim. The play was very successful and contributed to Fielding’s 

reputation as the most successful playwright of this era.24 Fielding’s choice attests to both the 

status of the story and its comedic potential.  

 
17 Full title: The History of Tom Thumbe and Little, for his small stature surnamed King Arthurs Dwarfe: whose 
life and adventures contain many strange and wonderful accidents, published for the merry time-spenders. This 
book is widely accepted, by scholars, to be the first prose version. 
18 As discussed by Halliwell, Harvey Darton, and Weiss. Johnson was an established author having achieved 
success with The Seven Champions of Christendom (1608) which is known to have been printed in at least 11 
editions. See Harvey Darton, p.70. 
19 The last remaining copy is held at the Pierpont Morgan Library in New York. See Gillian Brown, The 
Consent of the Governed: The Lockean Legacy in Early American Culture (Cambridge, Massachusetts and 
London: Harvard University Press, 2001). 
20 Halliwell, p.6. 
21 See Weiss.  
22 Ibid. 
23 As discussed by Dunning, Weiss, Carpenter & Pritchard, among others. 
24 Fielding is widely recognised as being the most successful playwright of his time and is credited as such in 
See Claude, J. Rawson, The Cambridge Companion to Henry Fielding (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2007), among others. 
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For the purpose of this discussion, the outline plot of the English prose tale, published from the 

early seventeenth century through to the nineteenth century, can be divided into five main 

episodes: 

• A poor but hospitable couple make a wish for a child even if he were no bigger than 

his father’s thumb. Merlin grants the wish, and his parents and the fairies welcome 

Tom Thumb.  

• Tom experiences several size-related challenges, such as falling into a pudding, 

which occur in or near the family home.  He cheats during a game of cherry stones 

and is consequently physically punished by the other boys. 

• Tom finds himself subjected to further challenging scenarios which carry him 

beyond his home to the court of King Arthur. 

• Tom triumphs over adversity and is knighted for his bravery. 

• Tom bravely battles a spider and dies a heroic death. 

 

The simple plot structure is open to textual variation as evidenced by the many versions of the 

tale which differ in length with some elaborating on specific features (such as the Arthurian 

legend) while others are much abridged.25 Dr William Wagstaffe wrote A Comment on the 

History of Tom Thumb (1711) in which he warns that ‘there are so many spurious editions of 

this piece upon one account or other, that I would advise my readers to be very cautious in their 

choice and would be very wisely done’.26 The Hockliffe Collection bears witness to a 

nineteenth-century publishing trend of incorporating the name Tom Thumb into book titles that 

may or may not be connected to a thumbling character.27 Brown notes how the character of 

 
25 The story was included in fairy tale collections and small chapbooks in both extended and abridged form. 
26 William Wagstaffe, A Comment Upon the History of Tom Thumb, Vol.16 (London: J. Morphew, 1711), p.7. 
27 The name ‘Tom Thumb’ appears in a number of texts, including The Entertaining Story of Little Red Riding 
Hood. To which is added, Tom Thumb’s Toy which was published by J. Kendrew in 1820; Tom Thumb’s 
Exhibition published by John Harris in 1815 and The New Tom Thumb written by William McKenzie and 
published by John Harris in 1820. 
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Tom took prominence in the nursery and ‘the figure of ‘Tom Thumb’ became identified with 

the character of childhood, and more specifically features of childhood that Locke’s 

psychology and pedagogy introduced: effort, will and self-determination’.28 Tom Thumb’s 

characterisation was welcomed by many and perceived as appropriate for young children. 

Warner discusses the influence of Bruno Bettelheim on our understanding of the ‘therapeutic 

value’ of fairy tales and how ‘it was helpful to read about other small vulnerable creatures, like 

Cinderella or Tom Thumb who survived – or better still, won through against all adversity’.29 

The enjoyment of Tom Thumb comes from a desirable combination of comedy, heroism and 

magic set against the intriguing idea of a small person in a big world, all of which has the 

potential to both inspire and empower children.   

 

Researching the English tale of ‘Tom Thumb’ can be confusing both in terms of the title and 

content. The Oxford Companion to Children’s Literature edited by Carpenter and Prichard and 

Opie and Opie among others, do identify the previously discussed tale as ‘Tom Thumb’. 

However, when consulting The Oxford Encyclopaedia of Children’s Literature, edited by Jack 

Zipes, the entry for ‘Tom Thumb’ lists a redirection:: ‘see Little Tom Thumb’ which 

foregrounds Charles Perrault’s tale ‘Little Thumb’.30 Perrault’s tale features a small protagonist 

but beyond this detail bears no further resemblance to the English tale. Perrault published 

Histoiries ou contes di temps passé, which incorporates La Petit Poucet in 1679 and, as noted 

by many scholars, his tale centres on the theme of child abandonment and is far more 

comparable to the ‘Hansel and Gretel’ tale than ‘Tom Thumb’. This lack of clarity is 

 
28 Gillian Brown, The Consent of the Governed: The Lockean Legacy in Early American Culture. (Cambridge, 
Massachusetts and London: Harvard University Press, 2001), p.86.  Harvey Darton argues that Newbery is 
likely to have been aquatinted ‘with the actual texts of Locke’ and how ‘he might easily have quoted from them 
almost verbatim without knowing it’ Harvey Darton, p.140. 
29 Marina Warner, Managing Monsters, (Random House, 2010). Available at: https://books.google.co.uk,  np. 
[Accessed: April 5th 2017]. Also see Bettelheim. 
30 The Oxford Encyclopaedia of Children’s Literature, ed. by Jack Zipes (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2006), p.623. 



 122 

demonstrated by Tatar who blends the tales through her describing ‘“Tom Thumb” [as] a 

French analogue to “Hansel and Gretel”’.31 She is clearly referring to the French tale but using 

the English title. 

 

Perrault’s ‘Little Thumb’ was first translated into English in 1729 by Robert Samber and gained 

immense popularity, frequently appearing on publisher lists.32 Given the prominence of the 

English ‘Tom Thumb’ tale, it is perhaps unsurprising that Perrault’s tale, along with so many 

other stories and products, would be merged in terms of the title.33 Wanning Harries argues 

that Perrault’s ‘Little Thumb’ ‘may be one of the rare cases in which the French tradition 

borrows from the English’; she attributes the reduction in critical discourse to Andrew Lang’s 

decision to ‘omit “The History of Tom Thumb” from his canon-making Blue Fairy Book (1889) 

substituting it with Perrault’s version, ‘“Little Thumb,” later known as “Hop O My Thumb”’.34 

‘Little Thumb’ was also published as ‘Hop O My Thumb’ from at least the turn of the 

nineteenth century.35 

 

If Andrew Lang was responsible for the overshadowing of the English tale, then that precedent 

is being continued by prominent scholars today including Zipes (2015; 2016) and Tatar (1992; 

2003) who refer to the Perrault tale as ‘Tom Thumb’ and foreground the French tale in their 

critical analysis. Gillian Brown identifies ‘Tom Thumb’ as ‘part of British folklore since at 

least Medieval times’ complete with references to Arthurian legend. She then turns her 

attention to Perrault’s tale and states: ‘Perrault recorded a version of Tom Thumb as a prototype 

 
31 Tatar, Off with their Heads! p.210. 
32 As discussed by Jack Zipes, Fairy Tales and the Art of Subversion, 2nd edn. (New York and Abingdon: 
Routledge). 
33 However, there are no examples within the corpus where the tale of ‘Little Thumb’ has the name of ‘Tom’ 
added. When examining the two tales within the Hockliffe Collection, there is no blurring or confusion between 
the two clearly distinct tales. 
34 Wanning Harris, p.94. 
35 George Cruikshank’s Fairy Library (1853) features a revised version of Perrault’s ‘Little Thumb’ under the 
title of ‘Hop O My Thumb’. 
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of self-determination that would pre-dominate during the next century’ and became ‘the most 

translated and popular form of the story until nineteenth-century retellings by the Grimm 

Brothers and Hans Christian Andersen’.36 As discussed in Chapter 1, there is no proof that the 

English tale existed before the seventeenth-century, and it is difficult to substantiate claims of 

popularity given the lack of records for pre-twentieth-century publishers, so assumptions about 

Perrault’s tale being more popular than others are problematic. 

 

All of the versions share the same positive moral, as noted by Wagstaffe, who suggests that the 

story of ‘Tom Thumb’ is intended:  

to shew that however any one may labour under the disadvantages of stature or 
deformity, or the meanness of parentage, yet if his mind and actions are above the 
ordinary level, those very disadvantages, that seem to depress him, shall add lustre to 
his character.37  
 

The message of not underestimating the small and weak is likely to be present in all thumbling 

stories. Max Luthi identifies ‘Tom Thumb’ as an example of how ‘children in fairy tales are 

by no means helpless: many of them free themselves by their own ability and cunning’.38 This 

certainly sounds like Tom Thumb, but the context of Luthi’s discussion is under the title: 

‘Hansel and Gretel’ and is therefore likely to be concerned with Perrault’s ‘Little Thumb’. The 

English tale had been in print for around ten years before the publication of Perrault’s tale in 

French, and approximately one hundred and ten years prior to the French tale being translated 

and published in English, and it was nearly two centuries from the first publication of the 

English ‘Tom Thumb’ and the German version written by the Brothers Grimm. It is entirely 

plausible that at the point of being translated into English, all of these later versions were 

influenced and shaped by the long-established English tradition of ‘Tom Thumb’. 

 
36 Brown, p.85. 
37  Wagstaffe, p.5. 
38 Max Luthi, Once upon a Time: On the Nature of Fairy Tales (New York: Frederick Ungar Publishing Co., 
1970), p.65. 
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Working with a historical collection of literature can be beneficial as it provides a valuable 

insight into a given work’s historical and publishing context.39 As previously discussed, it is 

apparent that nineteenth-century publishers not only reproduced the English tale, they also 

supplanted the name into other titles which bore little or no resemblance to the original. 

However, despite this trend of adding ‘Tom’ to book titles, there are no examples within the 

corpus which assign the title or name, ‘Tom Thumb’ to the Perrault tale of ‘Little Thumb’. 

Both tales are present but were published separately and distinctly, alongside one and other 

with ‘Tom Thumb’ as the title of the English tale type and ‘Little Thumb’ or ‘Hop O’ My 

Thumb’ as the title of the Perrault tale type. For example, in The Court of Oberon, or Temple 

of the Fairies (1823), both tales are included under the two titles: ‘Tom Thumb’ and ‘Little 

Thumb’ respectively.  

 

John Harris inherited versions of ‘Tom Thumb’ as part of the Newbery back catalogue.40 His 

own versions retain the five key plot episodes but incorporate additional details which alter the 

role and culpability of the mother in the story. As discussed, a crucial part of Tom’s 

characterisation is his sense of cunning and bravery which also involves a degree of slyness. 

Unlike earlier historical periods, and much like today, such personality traits were not 

considered desirable at the turn of the nineteenth century. One scene that appears to have been 

problematic for Harris depicts Tom cheating during a game of cherry stones, for which he 

receives a beating from his peers. This scene was not originally intended to be negative; as 

emphasised by Wagstaffe, Tom’s adventures are:  

a variety of incidents, dispers’d thro’ the whole series of the historical poem, that give 
an agreeable delight and surprize […] which shew the courage and constancy, the 

 
39 The Hockliffe Collection. 
40 ‘Tom Thumb’ in Court of Oberon.  
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intrepidity and greatness of soul of this little Hero, amidst the greatest dangers that 
cou’d possibly befall him.41  

 

Much like the clever cat in ‘Puss in Boots,’ the challenges faced by Tom Thumb, including the 

cheating to win a game, are not considered to be a breach of social conventions and morality.42 

Quite the opposite; disadvantaged by his size, the tiny hero finds a way to succeed and then 

survives the physical consequences, and his readers laugh and cheer him on. However, 

publishers like Harris appear to have felt uneasy about such content and while he could have 

removed the scene altogether and left the character largely unaltered, he instead subjected Tom 

Thumb to a personality rewrite which reduced him to a liar and thief.43 He is demoted from 

unlikely hero to a spoilt and disobedient child. Who but his mother should be to blame for the 

creation of such an unpleasant child?  

 

Revisions to Motherhood 

Placed in the literary context of children’s books that were published in the Georgian period 

(1714-1830) in Great Britain, Harris is not alone.44 Such alterations create, effectively, what is 

a new tale which merges an established story and character with new themes and ideas 

borrowed from eighteenth and nineteenth-century morality tales. A key theme added to the 

revised ‘Tom Thumb’ is one of “blaming mother”.45 These mother types contradict the 

romanticised maternal figure who thrives in the domestic setting and triumphs in all areas of 

 
41 Wagstaffe, p.5. 
42 The cat in ‘Puss in Boots’ uses deceptive methods to win favour with the King on behalf of his master. His 
trickery is likely to have been viewed as admirable and amusing but became problematic later in the nineteenth-
century and so amendments were made. 
43 George Cruikshank would later subject ‘Puss in Boots’ to revisions. For further details of this text, see 
Chapter 2, section 2: ‘Saving the Giant: Cruikshank, Controversy, and the Alternative Ending. 
44 Comparative analysis of the differing versions of traditional fairy tales indicate that revisions and minor 
alterations were commonplace.  
45 While, within the corpus, it is more typical to find mothers being blamed for their child’s faults; there are also 
texts which blame both parents for offences such as overindulgence. 
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homemaking and childrearing.46 There are many examples of children’s books published 

during this era which feature badly behaved boys whose poor conduct is explicitly blamed on 

the shortcomings of their mother.47 Examples include nineteenth-century editions of  ‘Jack and 

the Beanstalk’, as demonstrated through a version published by Tabart & Co (1807):   

 
[the mother] had indulged [Jack] to a fault; the consequences of her blind partiality was, 
that Jack did not pay the least attention to anything she said, but was indolent, careless 
and extravagant. His follies were not owing to a bad disposition, but that his mother 
had never checked him.48   

 

The role of Jack’s mother will be examined in detail during the following section alongside 

‘Henry Phillips; or, Life of the Angry Boy’ that features in Sketches of Juvenile Characters 

(1818) which also depicts a mother who spoils her son and, as a consequence, raises a child 

who displays a passionate temper and is universally disliked.49 Like Tabart’s ‘Jack and the 

Beanstalk’, the angry boy’s faults are not indicative of a natural disposition but are instead a 

direct consequence of his mother’s actions:  

he was a boy of natural good disposition, but being an only son, […] he was indulged 
by his mother in all his whims and caprices, which naturally served to increase to an 
alarming degree the violence of a temper.50  
 

Morality tales do not reward such characters with a happy ending and there is no personal 

accountability or development within the child. These tales inevitably end with the punishment 

of the son and (by proxy) the mother.51  

 
46 Lynne Vallone discusses how the idealised mother figure is part of the ideology of homemaking that 
promotes pride in domestic activities, cleanliness and reading the bible etc. Lynne Vallone Disciplines of Virtue: 
Girls Culture in the Eighteenth and Nineteenth Centuries (London: Yale University Press, 1995), p.147. 
47 Representations of mothers being punished for spoiling their sons are explored further in the following 
Chapter 3: ‘Spare the Rod, Kill the Mother’. 
48 ‘Jack and the Beanstalk’ (1807), p.3. The alterations made to Jack’s mother are explored in more depth in the 
following section ‘Spoil the Child, Kill the Mother’.  
49 ‘Henry Phillips; or, Life of An Angry Boy’ in Sketches of Juvenile Characters (London: E. Wallis, 1820). 
This story is discussed in further detail in the following section.  
50 Ibid. p.35. 
51 Henry’s mother is so distraught, at the punishment of her son, that she dies. See the following section for a 
more in-depth discussion. 



 127 

In some stories, failed mothers condemn their sons to a disastrous life, a form of punishment 

which is frequently explored in the Hockliffe corpus. The undisciplined child enters life ill-

prepared and makes poor choices that tend to become no more than a laborious listing of 

adverse events which document the life and decline of the ruined child. As seen in ‘Henry 

Phillips; or, The Life of an Angry Boy’, this can result in their premature death. The plot 

structure of ‘Tom Thumb’ and his list of swallowing episodes and near-misadventures provide 

a frame that can be adapted to accommodate this morality theme. The formerly comical and 

heroic adventures, in which Tom is victorious, are reduced to examples of error and 

consequence.  

 

The interdisciplinary field of motherhood studies has long been of interest to feminist literary 

theorists who are concerned with the representations of mothers in works of literature. In her 

pre-eminent book, Of Woman Born: Motherhood as Experience and Institution, Adrienne Rich 

distinguishes motherhood as a social construct created by an ideological framework of 

patriarchy and, as such, is distinct from the biological process of mothering.52  Andrea O’Reilly 

agrees that ‘motherhood’ is in fact ‘male-defined and controlled and is deeply oppressive of 

women’ which is in contrast to ‘mothering’ which is ‘female-defined and centred and 

potentially empowering to women’.53 The conflict between the demands of motherhood and 

the potential of mothering ‘offers women a site of both power and oppression, self-esteem and 

self-sacrifice, reverence and debasement’.54 Mothers can occupy a problematic space between 

what society demands from them and their personal choices concerning child-rearing. That is 

 
52 Motherhood scholars agree with Rich’s definition, which is frequently cited as the basis of all subsequent 
definitions. Adrienne Rich, Of Woman Born: Motherhood as Experience and Institution (W.W. Norton & 
Company, 1995).  
53 From Motherhood to Mothering: The Legacy of Adrienne Rich’s Of Woman Born, ed. by Andrea O’Reilly 
(Albany: State University of New York Press, 2012), p.2. 
54 Elaine Tuttle Hansen, Mother without Child: Contemporary Fiction and the Crisis of Motherhood (Los 
Angeles and London: University of California Press, 1997), p.3. 
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not to suggest that all experiences of motherhood are negative but, as emphasised by 

Chodorow, ‘only women mother’ and therefore the issues that emerge and messages reinforced 

by a patriarchal society only impact on women.55 Representations of motherhood in literature 

can provide valuable insight into the expectations placed on women during specific historical 

periods. As Oakley argues, all too frequently, ‘motherhood seems to become precisely what it 

ought not to be – the core, the rationale, the manifestation, the cause even of women’s 

oppression’.56 

 

Scholars have paid significant attention to the relationship between mothers and daughters but 

the theme of ‘blaming mother’ is primarily concerned with the relationship between mothers 

and sons.57 The original mother in ‘Tom Thumb’ was always a reduced figure in terms of her 

role. She is childless, nameless and her purpose within the plot is to bring forth the creation of 

the protagonist. From thereon, her presence supports the comedic elements of the tale as she 

drops her son in a pudding and helps him escape the innards of a cow.  A simple, rural, childless 

woman receives her much wished-for child and endeavours to keep him safe. Beyond the 

opening sequence of events, the father is no longer present as the action remains with Tom and 

his mother in the domestic sphere. As argued by Kaplan, mothers ‘had mainly been studied 

form an Other’s point of view; or represented as an (unquestioned) patriarchally constructed 

social form’.58 The complicit mother meets with the ideological expectations of patriarchy 

which changed little during the story’s long publishing history. 

 
55 Suzanna Danuta Walters, Lives Together Worlds Apart (Los Angeles and London: University of California 
Press, 19920, p.149. Chodorow’s emphasis is referred to by many Motherhood scholars. See Nancy J. 
Chodorow, The Reproduction of Mothering (Los Angeles and London: University of California Press, 1999). 
56 Ann Oakley, Essays on Women, Medicine and Health. (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1993), p.180. 
57 There are stories within the corpus that feature representations of mothers spoiling daughters, but they tend to 
be associated with maternal vanity i.e. mothers favouring their less desirable child because she is most like her. 
An example would be Charles Perrault’s Diamonds and Toads. These contrast with tales that depict boys who 
are spoiled by a lack of discipline. 
58 E. Ann Kaplan, Motherhood and Representation: The Mother in Popular Culture and Melodrama, 2nd edn. 
(London and New York: Routledge, 1992). p.4. 
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In children’s literature, as argued by Lisa Faustino and Karen Coats:  

the discursive mother is often static, if not flat, as authors enact a sort of pedagogy or 
wish for both adult and child readers regarding how an ideal mother should or should 
not act, revealing through plot and character arcs the consequences of her brand of 
nurturance.59  

 

If the original mother was consigned to the background and a mere support act for Tom, then 

her revised nineteenth-century doppelganger stepped forward and revealed her flaws. By the 

late eighteenth and early nineteenth century, literature was conveying concerns about the 

problem of weak and over-indulgent mothering. Whilst morality writer Sarah Ellis was pleased 

that the ineffective and severe punishments including ‘those horrible whippings’ and other 

‘varieties of mental and bodily punishment’ are now confined to the past, she expresses dismay 

at mothers who shy away from disciplining children, suggesting that they are  just ‘the lesser 

of the two evils’. Ellis sternly warns that the failure to instil ‘implicit obedience’ will ensure 

the ‘future misery of her child’.60 Ellis and her contemporaries demanded exacting standards 

from mothers and those who fail will be held accountable and forced to witness their child’s 

“future misery”.61  

 

In her discussion of psychological literature, Jane Ussher states that: 

one of the most common findings is the blaming of the mother for the ills or sins of the 
child. The mother has been a convenient scapegoat throughout the centuries, but 
psychology and psychiatry have elevated mother-hating and mother-baiting to the 
status of scientific fact.62  
 

 
59 Mothers in Children’s and Young Adult Literature from the Eighteenth Century to Postfeminism, ed. by Lisa 
Rowe Fraustino and Karen Coats (Mississippi: University Press of Mississippi, 2016), np. 
60 Sarah Stickney Ellis (1844) The Prose Works of Mrs Ellis (New York: Henry G. Langley, 1844), p. 13. Many 
stories depict characters punished with a disastrous life which is an effective way of exploring the ‘future 
misery’ that Ellis warns about. 
61 Ibid. The corpus does indicate that the idea of a “future misery” was a popular motif as characters who are 
naughty as children are frequently punished through their life that is reduced to a sequence of catastrophic 
events. This fear offers some explanation for the excessive deployment of the “spare the rod, spoil the child” 
motif. 
62 Jane M. Ussher, Women’s Madness: Misogyny or Mental Health? (Massachusetts: University of 
Massachusetts Press, 1992), p.185.  
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The mother’s culpability is formalised and writers of morality tales used the platform of 

literature for children to critique those who fail to comply with specific prescribed ideas about 

motherhood. Failed mothers are paraded before young readers as examples of a bad mother in 

an attempt to promote the acceptance of discipline.  

 

The first Harris version is titled: ‘The Surprising Adventures of Tom Thumb’ which features 

in Popular Tales (1810) and the change in tone is apparent from the opening paragraph.63 The 

previously poor but happy couple who wish for a child are now described as being ‘extremely 

unhappy at the idea of having no children’ and after many years of ‘fruitless complainings’ 

seek out ‘the famous conjuror Merlin’ whom they beg to ‘exert his art’. Merlin agrees and the 

‘simple couple’ return home ‘delighted’.64 The alteration is subtle, but the couple have shifted 

from being hospitable, humble and deserving, to ungrateful, complaining people who seek out 

Merlin in order to gain their wish. 

 

However, this revision is contradicted by the second Harris version of ‘Tom Thumb’, published 

as part of an expensive leather-bound collection of tales, entitled The Court of Oberon (1823).65 

Here, Merlin is described as a ‘learned enchanter’ who happens across the couple’s home where 

the father, an ‘honest ploughman’ and his ‘good-natured woman’ are hospitable hosts to the 

weary traveller. Their conversations reveal that the ‘kind hostess and her husband were very 

unhappy’ as they had no children.66 The couple, as in most versions, are content with their lives 

but do long for a son. Having received their wish, Merlin visits the queen of the fairies and the 

pair are described as being ‘highly amused by the thought of a boy being no larger than a man’s 

 
63‘The Surprising Adventures of Tom Thumb’ in Popular Tales (London: J. Harris and Son, 1810).  
64 Ibid.  p.44. 
65 ‘Tom Thumb’ in Court of Oberon..  
66 Ibid.  
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thumb’, and the two enjoy ‘a hearty laugh’.67 In most versions of the tale, the couple are 

rewarded for their warmth, generosity and touching desire for a child. In this version, Merlin 

is pleased with their hospitality, but the granting of the wish could be interpreted as being 

consistent with a “careful what you wish for” sentiment, thus making the enchanter appear 

cruel and the creation of Tom a prank. 

 

As previously discussed, it was, arguably, inevitable that the cherry stone scene would be 

amended in order to critique Tom’s actions. Tom cheats to win the game against much larger 

opponents and is physically beaten as a consequence. Zipes, in his discussion of the Grimms’ 

protagonists, states that ‘the male heroes […] tend to be more adventurous, cunning, 

opportunistic, and reasonable’ and how in the conclusion of the tale, ‘aggressive behaviours 

are rewarded’.68  While this might have been true for the Grimms, in the nineteenth century, 

other fairy tale creators were already sensitive to the morality of such content. In both the first 

(1810) and second (1823) version published by Harris, the mother is explicitly blamed for 

Tom’s cheating: ‘as he grew older, he became very sly and cunning; and his mother would 

never correct him’.69 The addition of this one line completely alters Tom and his mother in 

terms of their culpability and morality. Tom becomes a spoilt cheat which is explicitly a 

consequence of his mother’s inability to punish and ‘correct’ her child. The hero becomes 

synonymous with the type of disobedience that Sarah Ellis warns against and Tom’s ‘future 

misery’ is guaranteed.70 The mother falls foul of the nineteenth-century adage “spare the rod 

and spoil the child” and faces a criticism that was not previously featured within the story.  

 

 
67 Ibid, p.149. 
68 Jack Zipes, The Brothers Grimm: From Enchanted Forests to the Modern World (London and New York: 
Routledge, 1988), p.95. 
69 ‘Tom Thumb’ in Court of Oberon, p.149. 
70 Ellis, p.13. 
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It is not uncommon for morality writers to incorporate an objection to fairy tales and, more 

specifically, wish-fulfilment. Sarah Trimmer viewed such ideas as being contradictory to an 

industrious, hard-working and god-fearing disposition. This is a view explicitly shared at the 

end of Harris’ first version published in 1810, the narrator stating: 

 
Thus we have related the various adventures of little Tom Thumb, and although our 
young readers must perceive the whole to be a fable, it may convey this useful moral, 
that the accomplishment of an improper wish will always be productive of trouble and 
vexation. The farmer and his wife had no right to wish for a son, unless Providence had 
given them one; and when they obtained their wish by applying to the conjuror, the 
little heir proved equally troublesome in his life, and unfortunate in his death. It is 
therefore the duty of all persons, whether they’re parents or children, to be content with 
such things as they have.71 

 

The fairy tale structure has been bowdlerised in order to insert a representation of ungrateful 

parents who defied Providence and faced the consequences. The mother’s failures and Tom’s 

suffering were all avoidable if only the parents had been ‘content such things as they have’.72 

This analysis completely undermines Zipes’ assumption that Harris published these tales to 

attack religious traditions. 

 

In all versions of the tale, Tom Thumb is ‘unfortunate in his death’ as, having survived so many 

dangerous episodes, he is killed by a spider which is a sizeable foe for Tom’s diminutive stature 

(see Fig 3:1).73 His death is heroic and he is depicted like a brave knight who falls in battle, as 

demonstrated in Tom Thumb published by W.S. Johnson in London, c. 1850: 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
71 ‘The Surprising Adventures of Tom Thumb’ in Popular Tales (1810), p.54. 
72 Ibid.  
73 Ibid. 
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Of life deprived, by a spider’s bite, 
Here lies Tom Thumb, a valiant knight. 

In Arthur’s court, his feats and sight, 
Fill’d all with wonder and delight; 
He was bold at tilt and tournament. 

On a mouse, with the king, to hunt he went; 
His deed were great, though his size was small, 

And his death was mourn’d by one and all, 
Then, reader, pause, one tear now shed, 
And cry, Alas! Tom Thumb is dead!74  

 
Fig 3:1 

 
74 Tom Thumb (c.1850), p.10. 
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In Harris’ 1810 revision, the ending and death are altered. Tom is now unpopular in court and 

considered ‘wicked and ungrateful’ by the queen, and due to stand trial, but ‘had no hope of 

escaping capital punishment’.75 Attempting to flee this fate, Tom falls and drowns in a pan of 

milk. The brave, heroic death is stripped away and replaced with a humiliating drowning 

episode while fleeing justice. 

 

The spider death scene is retained in the 1823 Harris version but does feature another 

nineteenth-century criticism of the mother. In accordance with some other versions of the tale, 

Arthur rewards Tom with a coin which he takes home to his poor parents. Again, this is 

generally an entertaining size-related scene as tiny Tom struggles to carry the giant coin upon 

his back. But in Harris’ revised version, he is only home for a short period of time before his 

mother makes another mistake: ‘his parents gave him a thousand thanks […] and having placed 

him in a walnut-shell by the fire-side, feasted him for three days upon a hazle-nut; this, 

however, made him sick, as a whole nut generally served him a month’.76 During this brief 

reunion, the mother once again overindulges her son to the point of endangering his health. 

This particular critique is reminiscent of John Locke’s Some Thoughts Concerning Education 

(1693) which warns of the dangers of spoiling children with food.77 There is also an allusion 

to and alignment with other morality tales which feature mothers who overindulge their sons 

with cake.78 At this point in the story, Tom has been on a long adventure and has been assigned 

hero status, yet he lacks any personal agency, and his mother retains both the propensity and 

 
75 ‘The Surprising Adventures of Tom Thumb’ in Popular Tales (1810), p.52. References to capital punishment 
are rare within the primary corpus. 
76 Ibid. p.151. 
77 Amidst general dietary advice, Locke warns parents to limit the intake of foods such as fruit on the basis that 
their temptation might overwhelm them and lead to excessive consumption. But he also cautions parents against 
being too strict or they might make them ‘ravenous after it’. Locke, Some Thoughts, p.20. 
78 There is an emphasis on using cake as a reward, but when given to badly behaved boys, it becomes symbolic 
of overindulgence. Contrastingly, a mother is praised for whipping her son and depriving him of cake. For 
examples, see Holiday Entertainment; or, The Good Child’s Fairing (Glasgow: Lumsden and Son, nd).  Also 
see The Three Cakes; or, the Generous Youth (London: Witrow and Co, nd). 
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power to ruin him. Such criticism of the mother ultimately disempowers Tom who has survived 

many physical threats but is still vulnerable to the one posed by his mother.  

 

Of course, not all nineteenth-century publishers bowdlerised fairy tales in this way, and there 

are many versions of the ‘Tom Thumb’ tale, of varying quality, that do not include such 

variations. The addition of the mother’s culpability appears to be limited to those published by 

Harris. Perrault, cited in Zipes, describes how in fairy tales, ‘virtue is rewarded and vice is 

always punished’.79 However, interpreting ‘vice’ is highly subjective and dependent upon the 

ideology of the era in which the tales are produced and reproduced. Shifts in attitude left Tom’s 

previously celebrated traits open to scrutiny, condemnation and punishment, but, within this 

same shared historical period, other versions of the story retained a more positive sentiment. 

This can be seen in A Book of Fairy Tales (1894) in which Tom returns ‘home to his mother, 

who had been in great distress because she could not find him. She gave him a lecture, not to 

be rash and get where he would be in mischief and kissed him and was very rejoiced to have 

him again’.80 This exchange is a far more positive portrayal of the relationship between mother 

and son that both nurtures and guides and is less damning and determinist. 

 

When John Harris took over the reins at Newbery publishing, he made an indisputable 

contribution to children’s book publishing in the nineteenth century and produced stories 

whose popularity suggests that they certainly delighted young readers.81 However, as a shrewd 

business owner, Harris also recognised the demand for “safe” stories that were proven in terms 

of sales. Moon may be correct in her assertion that the publishing of morality stories was carried 

out with some reluctance on Harris’ part. However, it is equally probable that commercial gains 

 
79 Zipes, Art of Subversion, p.33. 
80 A Book of Fairy Tales (London: Methuen & Co, 1894). p.201. 
81 Particularly The Butterfly Ball (1807) and The Peacock ‘at home’ (1807). 
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outweighed any reservations he may have held. Harris may have perceived his versions as 

being entirely appropriate for his readers, in line with claim on the title page of A Court of 

Oberon (1823) that they are ‘adapted to the language and manners of the present period’.82 The 

censoring of violent content is perhaps understandable, but Harris’ revisions to the character 

of Tom Thumb and his mother are so severe that the entire sentiment of the story is lost. The 

wide circulation of ‘spurious editions’, as Wagstaffe claimed, may have served to undermine 

the original story and in doing so contributed to the success of the Perrault and Grimm 

thumbling tales, which in turn offers some explanation for the prioritising of these versions 

among scholars today. The following section will continue to analyse the theme of mother 

blaming through the examination of texts which features mothers so vulnerable and weak that 

they might die. 

 
3:2 ‘Jack and the Beanstalk’: Spare the Rod, Kill the Mother! 

 
 
When we think of ‘Jack and the Beanstalk’ we are likely to recall the thrilling adventures of 

Jack, an unlikely hero who, with a little magical assistance, defeats a giant, becomes rich and 

lives happily ever after. Pushed to provide further detail, we may remember that Jack was poor 

and lived alone with his mother who upon learning that Jack had exchanged their much-valued 

cow for beans became angry and threw them away, an act which resulted in the germination of 

the magical beanstalk. However, is there more to say about the role of Jack’s mother? 

Comparative analysis of this specific tale type within the Hockliffe corpus indicates that the 

early editions published in the nineteenth century feature additional and unanticipated content 

about the mother, content that was present for decades until Joseph Jacobs finally edited it out 

 
82 Court of Oberon, title page. 
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in 1890.83 This additional material explicitly lambasts and punishes Jack’s mother, making her 

personally accountable for her son’s undesirable traits.84 As Jack triumphs, she becomes weak; 

she laments, becomes sick and almost dies. It is not just the giant that Jack must flee if he is to 

succeed and reach his potential.  Dwelling (almost unnoticed) in the spaces between Jack’s 

exciting adventures, the mother is easily overlooked by the reader who is keen to meet the giant 

once more. However, when this story is examined alongside other stories of the time, Jack’s 

largely inconspicuous mother shuffles to the fore and takes her place amidst a group of literary 

mothers who share in her flaws, criticism and face similar consequences. These are female 

characters who commit the offence of spoiling their sons and in doing so, sabotage their natural 

potential. This maternal failure has far-reaching consequences for both mother and child. She 

will suffer physical and mental distress and if no one steps in to save them, she might just die. 

 

There is a consensus that ‘Jack and the Beanstalk’ was established in Britain from at least the 

eighteenth century. A tale entitled ‘Enchantment demonstrated in the Story of Jack Spriggins 

and the Enchanted Bean’ was published within Round About Our Coal Fire: or, Christmas 

Entertainments in 1734 and shares many similarities with Jack’s tale. Benjamin Tabart was the 

first to publish ‘Jack and the Beanstalk’ c.1804, and around the same time, John Harris 

produced a metrical version.85 The Tabart story became the basis for subsequent retellings for 

much of the nineteenth century with Jacob’s 1890 retelling becoming a later foundation for 

modern retellings.86 The corpus of this study includes four early editions of the story beginning 

 
83 See this version of ‘Jack and the Beanstalk’ in the collection by Joseph Jacobs, see: Joseph Jacobs, ‘Jack and 
the Beanstalk’ in English Fairy Tales  (London: David Nutt, 1890) 
 
84 This study will contextualise the actions of John Harris as discussed in the previous section: ‘Tom Thumb and 
the Culpability of Motherhood’ providing further evidence that ‘mother blaming’ was a popular theme in 
children’s literature of this period. 
85 Opie & Opie. Also see Szumsky. 
86 Hahn (2015), Opie & Opie, Altmann & Vos, The Hockliffe Project, Carpenter, and Szumsky all note that 
some of Tabart’s content was still being reproduced when Andrew Lang’s version of the story featured in the 
Red Fairy Book in 1890. 
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with the original Tabart (1807), the title page of which boasts that it was ‘printed from the 

original manuscript. Never before published’.87 J. Harris and Son published the second as part 

of a larger fairy tale volume titled Court of Oberon (1823). Thirdly, there was an abridged 

version published by A. Park (c.1840) and finally, a version that appeared in Old Mother 

Hubbard’s Fairy Tale Book produced by David Bryce (1860).88 These early representations of 

Jack’s mother will be analysed alongside similar mother types that appear in non-fairy tale 

stories published during the same era, with a particular focus on ‘Henry Phillips; or, The Life 

of an Angry Boy’ which forms one half of in Sketches of Juvenile Characters published 

anonymously in 1820.89  

 

There is little doubt that the story of ‘Jack and the Beanstalk’ has brought pleasure and delight 

to countless generations of children. It is a thrilling adventure tale and this analysis is not 

intended to undermine that reader experience. However, as with other fairy tales, revisions and 

retellings can provide an interesting insight into specific ideological shifts. Brian Szumsky 

interrogates Tabart’s and Joseph’s respective versions of the tale through a lens of postcolonial 

theory, drawing out issues relating to empire and the later influence of the ‘Protestant work 

ethic and Social Darwinism which stress the rewards of hard work and risk taking’.90 The 

exploration of empire and colonial influence is inevitably dominated by the experiences of 

male characters and this study is specifically focussed on the representations of the maternal, 

 
87 The History of Jack and the Beanstalk (London: B. Tabart, 1807). According to the Hockliffe Project and 
subsequent enquiry, this claim by Tabart is undisputed. See De Montfort University Centre for Textual Studies 
(2012) The Hockliffe Project. Available at: hockliffe.dmu.ac.uk. 
88 There is a later version of ‘Jack and the Beanstalk’ included within George Cruikshank’s Fairy Tale Library 
published c.1865. This version is excluded as it is too dissimilar and therefore beyond the scope of this section.  
However, Cruikshank and his retellings are discussed further in Chapter 2. 
89 According to the Hockliffe Project website (2012), the ‘book data’ indicates that the first edition was 
published in 1818. See The Hockliffe Project.  
The second story ‘Curious Girl Cured’ will be discussed further in Chapter 4, ‘Stripping Back the Nineteenth 
Century Girl’. 
90 Szumsky, p.18. 
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an area underrepresented in the scholarship surrounding this tale.91 This approach sacrifices 

the exciting adventure elements of the tale as these episodes exclude the mother figure and we 

must peer into the background to locate her domain. She is easily overlooked but, by drawing 

her out, we find a vulnerable character who, through a variety of children’s books of the time, 

was castigated for over half a century. As Lisa Fraustino and Karen Coats argue ‘whether living 

or dead, present or absent, sadly dysfunctional or happily good enough, the figure of the mother 

carries an enormous amount of freight across emotional and intellectual life of the child’.92 

Negative portrayals of mothers are particularly powerful and relevant when they are deployed 

in reading material produced for their children. The age of the readership can result in authors 

being painfully explicit about the mother’s faults and their consequences in an attempt to 

clearly convey the message that mothers must punish their sons and that sons must accept that 

punishment. 

 

Faustino and Coats effectively describe how in children’s literature mothers are often  

relegated to the background noise as the focus understandably shifts to the development 
of the child character, but her influence remains significant and worthy of close 
consideration. 93 

 

The mothers of this chapter are of this variety; they are nameless and undeveloped in terms of 

their individual identity. As their child’s adventures begin, they slip unnoticed into the 

background, like a shadow waiting in the wings. However, a key feature of this particular 

mother type is that each time her son returns, she sabotages him through emotional 

manipulation. 

 

 
91 Ibid. Inspired by Adrienne Rich’s Of Woman Born (1976), the relatively recent interdisciplinary field of 
motherhood theory explores how motherhood is constructed within the system of patriarchy. 
92 Fraustino & Coats, np. 
93 Ibid. 
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There has been a long-running feminist debate about whether fairy tales contain positive or 

negative depictions of women. Donald Haas concludes that the passing of time has seen 

scholarship become increasingly nuanced, with the ‘intersection of feminism and fairy tale 

studies creat[ing] a powerful synergy that has dramatically and permanently affected the way 

fairy tales are produced’.94  Considerable attention has been paid by fairy tale scholars, for 

example, Maria Tatar, Jack Zipes and Marina Warner,  to the monstrous female figures such 

as the wicked step-mother ‘whose aim is to banish the heroine from hearth and home and 

subvert her elevation from humble origins to noble status’.95 Motherhood studies is a strand of 

feminism which, along with a focus on punishment, draws out another nuanced critique of 

women in fairy tales and simultaneously enhances our understanding of how the  tale of ‘Jack 

and the Beanstalk’ evolved during the nineteenth century. 

 

Blaming Mother 
 
Upon first meeting Jack’s mother, we are presented with three key pieces of information. 

Firstly, she is poor and living in a location ‘a great many miles from the metropolis’.96 ‘Jack 

and the Beanstalk’ incorporates the ‘rags to riches’ motif and so it is befitting that they begin 

at the bottom.97  Secondly, Jack’s mother is a widow and therefore raises her son alone without 

a husband or father. The father is a somewhat elusive figure in modern retellings, but in these 

earlier versions, a fairy reveals that Jack’s father was in fact a rich and righteous man who was 

 
94 Donald Haase, ‘Feminist Fairy-Tale Scholarship: A Critical Survey and Bibliography’, Marvels & Tales,14 
(2000), 15–63 (p.41). JSTOR, www.jstor.org/stable/41380741 provides a comprehensive survey of feminist 
scholarship up to the millennium. [Accessed: September 8th 2017]. 
95 Maria Tatar, The Hard Facts of the Grimms’ Fairy Tales (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2019), 
p.144. 
96 ‘Jack and the Beanstalk’ in Court of Oberon, p.162. 
97 “Rags to Riches” is broadly accepted to be a story motif which sees a character ascend from poverty to wealth 
as a reward for self-motivation and hard work which operates as a righteous reward.  Loken lists the ‘rags to 
riches motif’ as one of the many archetypal plot located with the Old Testament. Ian P. Loken,  The Old 
Testament: An Introduction (Florida: Xulon Press, 2008), p. xx.  See Chapter 5: ‘The Wrong Class’ for further 
discussion of how other revisions alter Jack’s social class. 
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murdered and robbed by the giant which justifies the theft of his possessions.98 Thirdly, and 

most significantly for this study, Jack’s mother is ruining her son, ‘whom she indulged to a 

fault; the consequence of her blind partiality was, that Jack did not pay the least attention to 

any thing she said, but was indolent, careless, and extravagant’.99 Harris’ 1803 version 

incorporates minor alterations to language such as replacing ‘blind partiality’ with ‘fond 

indulgence’, but the sentiment remains.100 More than half a century later, Bryce’s 1860 edition 

retains this critique, stating that Jack was ‘so spoiled by over indulgence that he was the idlest 

and most careless boy in the parish’.101 Jack’s idle ways are laid solely at the door of his mother 

and his poor conduct has driven this unhappy duo ‘to the brink of complete penury’.102 

 

As argued by Warner, Jack is ‘no knight errant but, rather a wastrel, one of the dumblings or 

simpletons who make good in so many consoling stories.103 However, in these particular 

versions, the reproach of the mother is used to explain why Jack is a wastrel. The narrator 

makes this explicit by stating: ‘[Jack’s] follies were not owing to a bad disposition, but that his 

mother had never checked him’.104 Jack began life with a positive natural potential, but his 

mother’s fondness and failure to impose appropriate discipline have resulted in his displaying 

unwanted behaviours. Attributing blame to the mother alleviates any anxieties about the tale 

being seen to reward a lazy boy through the negation of any personal accountability.  

 

 
98 Tatar, Classic Fairy Tales in Altman & De Vos, Heitman, Once Upon a Time; Avery, Nineteenth Century 
Children, Hahn, Oxford Companion, et al discuss and largely criticise the role of the fairy who appears in the 
story to deliver instructions to reveal the backstory about Jack’s father, his lost wealth and instructs him to 
avenge the death of his father. 
99 The History of Jack and the Beanstalk (London: B. Tabart, 1807), p.3. 
100 ‘Jack and the Beanstalk’ in The Court of Oberon, p.165. 
101 ‘Jack and the Beanstalk’ in Old Mother Hubbard’s Fairy Tale Book (Glasgow: David Bryce & Son, c1860), 
p.15. 
102 ‘Jack and the Beanstalk’ in The Court of Oberon, p.165. 
103 Warner, No Go The Bogeyman, p.314. 
104 The History of Jack and the Beanstalk (1807), p.3. 
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The relationship between Jack and his mother has been discussed by psychoanalytic theorists, 

reaching conclusions that are unfavourable about the mother. Bruno Bettelheim analyses ‘Jack 

and the Beanstalk’ as a story depicting ‘the odyssey of a boy striving to gain independence 

from a mother who thinks little of him’ and from whom he must separate to achieve 

independence,105 a view shared by Mikkelsen who suggests that ‘the mother, through the use 

of ridicule, suppresses her son’s aspirations to male sexuality’.106 Crew agrees that the Freudian 

interpretation adopted by Bettelheim ‘is a negative assessment of Jack’s mother, who is 

perceived by Bettelheim to have failed her son in scolding him for his foolishness’ and how 

the tale highlights the flaws of parents who fail to identify and appropriately respond to the 

‘various problems involved in a child’s maturing personally, socially and sexually’.107 

However, Bettelheim’s analysis was based on the later 1890 version by Joseph Jacobs, which 

excludes Tabart’s theme of overindulgence.108 The removal of the spoiling critique while 

retaining her anger (at the beans), alters the mother’s character, shifting from weak and passive 

towards an unreasonable disciplinarian, hence the criticism. Both readings demonstrate the 

impossible standards imposed on women when they become mothers. 

 

Stories that depict a mother stifling her son’s prospects imply that he will only succeed once 

he escapes her influence. In The New Robinson Crusoe, written by Joachim Heinrich Campe 

(1818),  Robinson’s parents are described as having  ‘loved him as the apple of their eye, but 

their love was blind and injudicious, and the consequence was that he grew up self-willed and 

disobedient’ displaying traits of ‘ignorance and folly’.109 Similarly, in a chapbook edition of 

Life and Adventures of Robinson Crusoe, Robinson ‘was desirous of going to sea, which gave 

 
105 Bettelheim cited in Altmann and De Vos, p.60. 
106 Mikkelsen cited in Altmann and De Vos (2001), p.62. 
107 Ibid. p.55. 
108 Joseph Jacobs, ‘Jack and the Beanstalk’ in English Fairy Tales  (London: David Nutt, 1890) 
109 Joachim, H. Campe, The New Robinson Crusoe (London: John Arliss, 1818), p.5-6. 
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his parent much trouble: he hardened himself to this undutiful course, his mother much 

indulged him’, and he leaves home without their consent.110 Spoiling nurtures disobedience 

which the boys must employ if they are to cut the ties which bind them to their mother and 

reach their maturation. 

 

In his examination of ideology in children’s books, Peter Hollindale discusses the significance 

of ‘the question of omission and invisibility’; how consideration should be given to characters 

that are ‘humanly downgraded’ and what such omissions reveal about ‘curtailments of 

humanity embedded in an ideology’ which may include ‘the denial of names, the identification 

of people by what they do rather than what they are’.111 Jack’s mother is just that, a mother. 

Like her counterparts, she is a nameless, generic mother figure and relevant only in terms of 

her significance to the hero. Margery Hourihan argues that ‘adventure stories aimed at boys 

would frequently feature no female characters and if mothers are present then it is brief’.112 

Perhaps this is to be expected as these are not stories about mothers, they are stories about boys. 

However, if this is not the place for mothers, then neither is it the place for mother shaming.   

 

The representation of the maternal figure here is somewhat paradoxical as she is both powerful 

enough to damage and yet too weak to provide a resolution. She must be both obeyed and yet 

defied if her son is to succeed.113 She is the scapegoat for negative personality traits but receives 

no credit for her child’s extraordinary successes. Zipes argues that ‘it is no longer possible to 

 
110 Life and Adventure of Robinson Crusoe (Banbury: J.G. Rusher, c.1820), p.1-2. 
111 Peter Hollindale ‘Ideology and the Children’s Book’ in Literature for Children: Contemporary Criticism, ed. 
by Peter Hunt (Abingdon and New York: Routledge, 2003), p.40. 
112 Hourihan provides the example of Robinson Crusoe whose mother appears briefly to beg him not to go to 
sea. Margery Hourihan, Deconstructing the Hero: Literary Theory and Children’s Literature (New York and 
Abingdon: Routledge, 2005), p.162. 
113 Sheila Kitzinger suggests that in most societies, women are paradoxical as they are on the one hand 
considered threatening, mysterious and unclean and on the other, revered. She suggests that there is an 
impossible ideal imposed on women which places them under immense pressure. Sheila Kitzinger, Women as 
Mothers (Glasgow: Fontana Collins, 1978), p.226. 
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ignore the connection between the aesthetic components of the fairy tales […] and their 

historical function within a socialization process which forms taste, morals, values, and 

habits’.114 These particular versions of ‘Jack and the Beanstalk’ present a mother type that is a 

direct threat to the male’s potential, and he must defy her to disempower her. Boy readers are 

being encouraged to internalise a resistance to being spoiled with the suggestion that they 

should resist the maternal influence, take control and possibly leave home. 

 

Discussing the conflict between those who produced the mythic tales and those who produced 

the didactic ones, Eric Kimmel argues that the former sought an equal relationship between the 

narrator and reader. They depict child characters that display traits of ‘vast courage, insight and 

sometimes power’, while the latter retains a ‘moral emphasis as an outgrowth of the 

Reformation’ as ‘left to his own devices [the child] will sink into sloth and lechery. It is the 

God-given responsibility of those blessed with the proper moral sense to keep their brethren to 

the straight and narrow’.115 It is easy to see how the early descriptions of Jack’s character could 

be attributed to parental failure. Quoting the adage ‘never forget that within the velvet glove is 

the iron fist’, Kimmel asserts that ‘“spare the rod, spoil the child,” was a dead serious motto’.116 

Books with a moralist tone frequently approach issues through the representation of an 

undesirable figure who is paraded and shamed before the reader.117  

 

Within its very early nineteenth-century publishing context, the didactic aspects of Tabart’s 

version of ‘Jack and the Beanstalk’ may have appeared less stern to readers who were familiar 

 
114 Jack Zipes Don’t Bet on the Prince: Contemporary Feminist Fairy Tales in North America (London and 
New York: Routledge, 2014), p.2. 
115 Eric A. Kimmel, ‘Toward a Theory of Children's Literature’, Language Arts, 56 (1979), 357–362 
(p.359). JSTOR, www.jstor.org/stable/41404811. [Accessed: September 12th 2017]. 
116 Ibid. 
117 Kimmel argues that any book that gives instruction is didactic and therefore the additional content found in 
‘Jack and the Beanstalk’ reduces the tales mythic qualities.  
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with such ideas about parental duties. Ginger Frost asserts that Victorian parents viewed a ‘firm 

correction as a sign of their love for their children’ and those who failed to do so ‘were far 

more likely to encounter social disapproval’ than those who did not.118 A lazy boy is 

inconsistent with a good mother, and therefore she must be altered as a means of reformation. 

If Jack’s mother were a good mother, then the fault would lie with Jack and undermine his hero 

status. 

 

During the Romantic era, as argued by Burwick et al, there were at least three dominating 

views of childhood. Firstly, there was the Puritan view that ‘the child enters the world burdened 

with mortal sin and must be strictly governed’, secondly, there was the Lockean view of the 

child as ‘a blank slate’ requiring pedagogical guidance; and finally there was the Romantic 

view of the child as ‘born innocent’ and akin to nature.119 Publishers were faced with a complex 

range of ideological positions to navigate and accommodate in order to appeal to a broad range 

of buyers.  

 

Describing Tabart’s publishing house as a small enterprise, Margery Moon argues that Tabart’s 

Collection of Popular Stories for the Nursery (1812) was a direct affront to ‘the anti-fairy-tale 

brigade, those shifters of imagination and suppressors of fantasy’ whom she applauds as a ‘no 

half-measure in an attack on the enemies of fairy lore and traditional legends’.120 However, the 

insertion of the “spare the rod, spoil the child motif” alone shifts the tale from fantasy towards 

moralistic didacticism. Tabart may have been seeking an unrealistic middle ground that would 

 
118 Ginger, S. Frost, Victorian Childhoods (Westport, Connecticut, London: Praeger, 2008), p.25-26. 
119 The Encyclopaedia of Romantic Literature ed. by F. Burwick, N.M. Goslee and D.L. Hoeveler (West Sussex: 
Wiley-Blackwell, 2012), p.235. 
120 Moon and others state that Mary-Jane Goodwin edited the volume with assistance from her husband 
William. See Margery Moon, Benjamin Tabart’s Juvenile Library: A Bibliography of Books for Children 
published, written, edited and sold by Mr Tabart, 1801-1820 (Hampshire: St Paul’s Bibliographies, 1990).  
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please the Romantic lover of fairy tales and appease the more moderate moralists.121 Moon is 

not alone in her sharp criticism of morality tales, but there is a certain honesty to them as they 

are explicit in their intentions and make no effort to punish surreptitiously. However, 

interweaving moralistic content through a ‘classic’ fairy tale is, in itself, somewhat subversive 

and underhand. A comparative analysis of revisions to fairy tales can affirm that the mythic 

and didactic contain shared ideas that reflect their shared history.122   

 

Jack’s mother is a maternal archetype who straddles the boundary between these two camps 

and schools of thought. Evidence of this intertextual relationship is found in ‘Henry Phillips; 

or, The Life of the Angry Boy’ which appears in Sketches of Juvenile Characters published by 

E.Wallis in 1820.123 Like Jack, Henry too ‘was indulged by his mother in all his whims and 

caprices’ but, unlike Jack, Henry develops a ‘violence of temper naturally hasty, so much so, 

that by the time he was four years old, he would fly into the most ungovernable passions at the 

least thing which he did not exactly approve’.124  Anxieties about unregulated passions are 

frequently expressed in the corpus and, as personality flaws, are portrayed more negatively 

than Jack’s lazy disposition. This trait of intemperance foreshadows the fact that Henry will 

never be heroic as despite being described as a ‘a boy of naturally good dispositions’.125 His 

mother’s failure to discipline has rendered him ‘a plague to himself and to every body about 

him’.126 Christine Wilkie-Stibbs argues that subtle intertextual adjustments can effectively 

convey ‘the dominant socio-linguistic and cultural codes and values of a particular moment in 

 
121 Moon indicates that Sarah Trimmer was ‘outraged’ and expressed her views in the publication Guardian of 
Education. Ibid. 
122 The Hockliffe corpus comprises prose texts that are further subdivided: fairy tales, prose pre 1850 and prose 
post 1850. Also: Grenby, ‘Tame Fairies’ and Richardson, among others. 
123 According to the Hockliffe Project website, the first edition was published in 1818. The book contains two 
cautionary tales with the first focused on a boy who is spoiled and prone to temper, and the second of a curious 
girl who is shamed into compliance. The latter will be discussed further in Chapter 4: ‘Stripping the Nineteenth 
Century Girl’.  
124 ‘Henry Phillips; or, The Life of an Angry Boy’ in Sketches of Juvenile Characters, p.33-34. 
125 Ibid. 
126 Ibid, p.35. 
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history’.127 These shared representations convey cultural codes about what is acceptable and 

unacceptable behaviour for both mothers and sons.   

 

Henry’s tale is not entirely devoid of hope as, like Jack, he is inherently good and there will be 

opportunities for change. Jack’s reversal comes when he encounters the rather stern fairy, as 

previously mentioned; this aspect of the tale has received considerable attention from scholars 

including Tatar who rightly suggests that the addition of the fairy was part of the ‘sweeping 

changes’ that Benjamin Tabart made to his tales.128 The fairy reveals that ‘Jack does not rob 

from the giant of his rightful possessions – he simply reclaims […] what the giant has stolen 

from his father’.129 It is difficult to be certain whether the fairy was purely Tabart’s (or the 

Godwins’) invention and she may have been borrowed from alternative and/or oral versions 

unknown. However, her portrayal in Tabart’s tale is overtly didactic. In addition to delivering 

the backstory, she is also a strict disciplinarian who takes control of Jack and his idle ways 

which sees an immediate improvement to his character.  

 

In his analysis of the dark and light mother archetypes, Christopher Booker discusses how 

different mother-types can merge within a tale forming a ‘mother-archetype [that] has split’.130  

The example he gives is Cinderella’s stepmother and the fairy Godmother. This merging occurs 

to a degree in the ‘Jack and the Beanstalk’ stories found within the corpus, but it is complex. 

Jack’s mother is not consistent with ‘a symbol of light motherhood, providing the hero or 

heroine with a rock of loving security which they may leave and return to’ as her affections are 

misjudged and have damaged his character.131  Initially, the fairy’s steely disposition does not 

 
127 Wilkie-Stibbs, ‘Intertextuality’, in Hunt Literature for Children, p.174. 
128 Tatar, Off With their Heads! p.11. 
129 Ibid. 
130 Christopher Booker, The Seven Basic Plots: Why We Tell Stories (London and New York: Continuum, 
2010), p.241 and 302. 
131 Ibid. 
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fit with the caring maternal figure presented by the fairy godmother. However, within this 

specific publishing context, the sternness of the fairy is not a negative trait. Therefore, the 

mother and the fairy do combine to present a fractured mother type, with one mother spoiling 

and one correcting through the threat of punishment: ‘I am a fairy and if you do not perform 

exactly what I desire, your mother and yourself shall both be destroyed. Jack was frightened at 

the old woman’s menaces and promised to fulfil her injunctions exactly’.132  

 

Her words are equally sinister in later versions of the story: ‘promise me solemnly to do as I 

command – for I am a fairy, and, should you fail to keep your word, you will be punished by 

death’.133 Jack does not doubt that she will follow through on her threat and so becomes 

desirably (within this context) obedient.134 The austere and threatening tone of the fairy is 

reminiscent of morality writers such as Sarah Ellis who were keen to disparage mothers who 

displayed an ‘unwillingness to give pain’ and warns that doing so would, ‘ensur[e] the future 

misery of her child’. It is the obligation of the parent ‘to instil into [the child’s] mind the 

necessity of implicit obedience’.135 Jack is disobedient and so the fairy makes it clear that 

anything other than implicit obedience will result in his pain. Nancy Chodorow argues that 

‘when biological mothers do not parent, other women, rather than men, virtually always take 

their place […] the father is rarely a child’s primary parent’.136  It takes the firm hand of a 

female magical helper to undo the curse of “spare the rod, spoil the child”. Zipes argues that 

‘if the mother, queen or fairy godmother appears in a more active role than the male, she still 

 
132 The History of Jack and the Beanstalk (1807), p.8. 
133 ‘Jack and the Beanstalk’ in Old Mother Hubbard’s Fairy Tale Book c.(1860), p.21. 
134 The fairy’s role as a disciplinarian does not alter her function of the magical helper or agent in accordance 
with the definitions of Vladimir Propp. Her ‘menaces’ remedy Jack’s behaviour and her working in his best 
interests remains true to her folklore heritage. See: Vladimir Propp, Morphology of the Folktale (Texas: 
University of Texas Press, 2010), p.84 for definitions of magical helper/agent. Also see Vladimir Y. Propp, The 
Russian Folktale (Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 2012), p.164. 
135 Sarah Ellis, The Mothers of England: Their Influence and Responsibility (New York: D. Appleton & Co, 
1844), p.21. 
136 Chodorow, p.3. 
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acts in favour of patriarchal society’.137 Jack has grown up in a matriarchal household and the 

fairy introduces him to his male heritage before advising him on how to attain his father’s 

wealth which allows him to take control of his small family both economically and 

emotionally.138 Power moves from the father to the giant and finally to Jack as does the 

dependency of the mother. She has proved herself to be an unfit substitute for the father and 

their happy ending occurs when Jack takes up his patriarchal position. 

 

Beyond fairyland, there is no magical helper to save Henry or his mother. However, outside 

help is available in the form of boarding school.  The connection between punishment and 

schools is frequently explored both positively and negatively in nineteenth-century morality 

tales. The Birthday Present written by Mary Meeke (c.1820) features a short tale revealingly 

entitled ‘Too Much Indulgence Often Spoils the Best of Tempers’ in which a mother spoils her 

sick son .139 She had anticipated gratitude ‘but, alas! She laboured under a very great mistake’. 

Having been so ‘over indulged’ Anthony became ‘wilful, obstinate, and idle; if he met with the 

least contradiction, he screamed and gnashed his teeth’.140 This particular boy displays similar 

behaviours to both Jack and Henry but the mere threat of being sent away to school ‘where he 

would be corrected of his faults with much greater severity than she should ever employ’ 

immediately alters his behaviour resulting in ‘good habits of piety and obedience’.141 

 

A particularly troubling scene in The Young Liar, written by William Francis Sullivan (1817), 

suggests that Anthony was right to be fearful. Having been exposed as a liar at his boy’s school, 

 
137 Zipes, Art of Subversion, p.151. 
138 The significance of this inheritance plot will be discussed further in Chapter 5 which explores how issues of 
social class with a particular focus on class demotion. 
139 The introductory essay on the Hockliffe Project website suggests that little is known of Mary Meeke, but she 
published at least 28 works of children’s fiction. See The Hockliffe Project. Available at: hockliffe.dmu.ac.uk. 
140 M. Meeke, The Birthday Present: or, Pleasing Tales of Amusement and Instruction (London: A.K. Newman, 
c.1820), p.34. 
141 Ibid. 
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young Wilfred’s punishment is to be stripped and ‘fastened to a desk, and each young 

gentleman advanced in rotation and inflicted a stripe till the number of 200 was unsparingly 

bestowed from the shoulders to the hams’. After his ‘wounds were dressed […] he was 

confined to a dark room’ before being returned to his ‘miserable mother who must curse the 

hour she ever brought [him] into the world’. When Wilfred’s parents query the severity of the 

punishment, they are told that the school’s reputation is dependent upon ‘making a public 

example of such vice [and] that his punishment by no means exceeded his offence’.142 The 

book endorses painful punishments and relishes the details.143 Unsurprisingly, a mother who 

spoils her son, is also going to prevent others from punishing him. Upon his arrival at school, 

Henry’s mother gives ‘strict orders’ […] to the master, that he should not be struck by him, or 

any of the boys. As soon as the latter was made known to the school, Henry was exposed to 

the contempt of every one’.144 Henry’s mother prevents intervention, and so he continues on 

his downward trajectory. 

 
 
The Lamenting Mother and the Pain of Maternal Failure 
 

Once they leave the family home, Jack and Henry embark on a cycle of leaving and returning 

to their mother.  Henry returns home during the school holiday only to be spoiled once more. 

Jack, however, has already begun his heroic transformation and returns home a much-improved 

character. All of this appears to be lost upon his mother, who begins an emotional descent that 

none of Jack’s personal or financial gains seems to relieve. Her lamenting begins before the 

first trip, as she tells him  that ‘he would break her heart, [as she] entreated, and threatened, but 

 
142 William, F. Sullivan, The Young Liar! A Tale of Truth and Caution; for the benefit of the rising generation 
(London: Dean and Munday, 1817), p.43-46. 
143 Ibid. Maria Edgeworth ‘Little Dog Trusty’ also includes a scene in which a boy is whipped for lying Maria 
Edgeworth, Harry and Lucy (London, Longman, Brown & Co, 1856). 
144 ‘Henry Phillips; or, The Life of an Angry Boy’ in Sketches of Juvenile Characters, p.36-37. 
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all in vain’.145 Thus with ‘the gloominess of her prospects, she retired to bed’.146 Upon his first 

return, Jack ‘found her crying bitterly, and lamenting his fate’.147 Jack acknowledges his earlier 

shortcomings but hopes that his  riches will ‘make some amends for the affliction I have caused 

you through my idleness, extravagance, and folly’.148 On his penultimate return, Jack learns 

from a neighbour that his mother is ‘ill of fever’ and is ‘shocked on finding her apparently 

dying and could scarcely believe his own reflections on knowing himself to be the cause. On 

being told of his return, by degrees she revived’.149 Jack stays at home for an extended period 

allowing his mother time to recover. Given her suppressed knowledge of the giant and his 

murderous tendencies, it is understandable that Jack’s mother is worried about his safety, but 

her anxieties and fragility are so extreme that she almost dies when he leaves her. Her identity 

is so intrinsically bound to her child, that her body fails in his absence. After all, what or who 

is Jack’s mother without a Jack? 

 

The mother laments and deteriorates in the background, in the spaces between the adventures. 

She plays no part in the exciting action taking place at the top of the beanstalk. She is a dreary 

bind, dampening the hero’s exhilaration with feelings of guilt and obligation. Hourihan argues 

that:  

female representations are […] symbols of events in the hero’s psyche. Because the 
story is always narrated from the hero’s point of view women appear only insofar as 
they are involved in his adventures, and the effect of this is to suggest that women are 
of no significance except when they make an impact upon men.150  

 

 
145 The History of Jack and the Beanstalk (1807), p.6. 
146 ‘Jack and the Beanstalk’ in The Court of Oberon (1823), p.166. 
147 Ibid. p.19-20. 
148 Ibid. p.20. 
149 The same ideas are expressed in ‘Jack and the Beanstalk’ in The Court of Oberon (1823) and Park’s 
Surprising History of Jack and the Bean Stalk. A.Park: Finsbury. Jack ‘found his mother so ill from over anxiety 
on his account, as to be almost dying!’ p.29. ‘Jack and the Beanstalk’ in Old Mother Hubbard’s Fairy Tale 
Book c.(1860). 
150 Hourihan, p.156. 
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The exaggerated fragility of the mother contributes to the troubling discourse of ‘the female 

malady […a] cultural tradition that represents “woman” as madness’.151 Jack is embarking on 

external adventures, but the mother is restricted and waiting, trapped by her failure. Lissa Paul 

argues that women are often confined and ‘in those enclosed spaces women go mad or silent, 

or they die […] but the protagonists in children’s literature transcend, and, for the most part, 

win’.152 Jack’s mother is literally dying at home, but her son continues, emerging triumphant. 

His determination allows him to slay the giant and tame his mother. Dan Donlan argues that 

the mother figure in children’s literature ‘is often portrayed as a shrew, being either cruel, vain, 

greedy or demanding’.153 Jack’s mother is demanding but, as is so often the case with this 

mother type, her son will transcend her. 

 
Killing Mother 
 
Jack’s mother almost dies but is healed by the much-anticipated return of her successful son. 

Henry Phillip’s mother will not be so fortunate. She too has invested her entire being into the 

life of her son, so much so, that to kill the son is to kill the mother. Henry’s passions finally get 

the better of him and he kills his only friend; upon hearing the news, his mother’s shock was 

‘so great, that Mrs Phillips was seized by a serious fit of illness, which threatened her life’.154 

Upon learning that Henry was to be punished with a public execution, ‘a trembling fit seized 

her, her eyes stared dreadfully, her breath was drawn very hard, and, in a few moments, she 

was a corpse’.155 Like Jack, Henry expresses regret that his poor behaviour should cause such 

suffering to his mother and was ‘very much affected, saying, “it was through him she was 

 
151 Elaine Showalter, The Female Malady: Women, Madness, and English Culture, 1830-1980 (Pantheon Books, 
1987). Also cited in Sandra, M. Gilbert and Susan Gubar Madwoman in the Attic: The Woman Writer and the 
Nineteenth-Century Literary Imagination (Yale University Press, 2000), p.4. 
152 Lissa Paul (1987) cited in Sandra, M. Gilbert and Susan Gubar Madwoman in the Attic: The Woman Writer 
and the Nineteenth-Century Literary Imagination (Yale University Press, 2000), p.151. 
153 Dan Donlan, ‘The Negative Image of Women In Children's Literature’, Elementary English, 49 (1972), 604–
611 (p. 610). JSTOR, www.jstor.org/stable/41387825. [Accessed: September 12th 2017]. 
154 ‘Henry Phillips; or, The Life of an Angry Boy’ in Sketches of Juvenile Characters, p.63-64 
155 Ibid. p.65. 
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brought to an untimely end” [before] he was launched into eternity’.156 Henry’s mother is given 

a far more gratuitous death scene than her son’s which is almost light-hearted by comparison. 

It is the mother’s death that should elicit the emotional response in the reader, not Henry’s 

which is justified.157  

 

Not all mothers are blamed for their sons’ disobedience but may still succumb to the emotional 

distress and anxiety it has caused. In The Eskdale Herdboy written by Martha Blackford and 

published by J. Harris in 1824, William runs away to join his uncle’s ship against his mother’s 

wishes.158 The uncle advises that some time at sea will ‘break his disobedient spirit’ and that 

‘a ship is as good a remedy for bad temper as any other’.159 Despite his reassurances, William’s 

mother becomes increasingly unwell and eventually dies. The narrator explains:  

Thus perished one of the best and most exemplary of mothers, entirely from anxious 
solicitude about a son, who, in spite of all admonition and remonstrance, had allowed 
the growth and practice of disobedience for several years to embitter his kind parents’ 
lives; and whose headstrong violence and self-will at last brought the being whom he 
most loved on earth to a premature grave! 160 

 

Like Jack and Henry, William’s mother’s suffering takes place during their separation and so 

‘William sailed before he heard of his mother’s death. For the present therefore, he had been 

spared the punishment of his disobedience’.161 When he hears of her death, ‘all appearance of 

passion, or anything approaching to it, had entirely vanished’.162 Avery observes how stories 

would feature mothers succumbing to ‘fatal illness from anxiety’ following their sons running 

 
156 Ibid. p.68.  
157 It is plausible that some young readers might have found the descriptions of the mother dying and Henry 
being executed entertaining and thrilling rather than fearful. 
158 There are several stories which warn against running away to sea and feature the punishment of being sent to 
sea. These tales counter adventure stories presenting journeys away from home as both threatening and 
dangerous.  
159 M. Blackford, The Eskdale Herdboy (London: J. Harris, 1824), p.121. Blackford is the pseudonym of Lady 
Isabella Stoddart.  
160 Ibid. p.129. 
161 Ibid. p.132. 
162 Ibid. p.136. 



 154 

away to sea.163 Young readers are presented with a frightening concept: women are so weak 

and fragile and their love is sometimes so misjudged that you might be bad enough to kill her. 

In her discussion of horror fiction, Reynolds suggests that readers might enjoy being frightened 

as ‘by putting normality in jeopardy, it creates a desire for its return and future security’.164 

Readers may experience relief as they explore challenging ideas before returning to their 

reassuring reality. 

 

Representations of dead mothers were not unusual in the nineteenth century, Hourihan explains 

how: 

sometimes the good and loving mother is dead, or dies at an early point in the story, so 
that the hero is doubly severed from her when he sets out on his own adventure. In these 
cases he must somehow make good his central psychic lack; otherwise he risks 
remaining trapped by his memory of her in a state of emotional childhood.165  

 

However, in these stories, which are specifically aimed at children, the mother’s death is 

presented as a consequence and method of punishing the son for his poor behaviour. 

 

Within the historical context of these tales were a range of medical theories that claimed that 

women were more vulnerable to mental illness than men. In her analysis of the early Victorian 

era, Jan Marsh explains that there was a ‘binary concept of sexual determinism, in which 

difference governed all aspects of physiology, health and social behaviour’. The female body 

was vulnerable to a range of disorders including ‘violent emotion [and] ‘passionate fear or 

rage’ which is consistent with the descriptions of the mothers during their period of illness.166  

 
163 Avery does not mention any specific titles or analyse this idea further but does give the impression that there 
was an association between boys running away to sea and fatal illness. However, as this chapter demonstrates, it 
is the combination of the mother’s inherent weakness, failure of duty, and any form of separation (from her son) 
that places her life in danger. See Avery, Heroes and Heroines, p. 46.  
164 Kimberley Reynolds, Gerald Brennan and Kevin McCarron, Frightening Fiction: R.L. Stine, Robert Westall, 
David Almond and Others (London and New York: Continuum, 2001). p. 8. 
165 Hourihan, p.163. 
166 Jan Marsh, ‘Health and Medicine in the 19th Century’ (2018) Available at: www.vam.ac.uk. [Accessed: 
September 8th 2017]. 
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Showalter discusses how psychiatry posited a particular set of conditions and illnesses that 

were specific to women based on interferences in their reproductive system.  

female insanity was specifically and confidently linked to the biological crises of the 
female life-cycle – puberty, pregnancy, childbirth, menopause – during which the mind 
would be weakened and the symptoms of insanity might emerge. This connection 
between reproductive and nervous systems led to the condition nineteenth-century 
physicians called “reflux insanity in women”. The “special law” that made women “the 
victim of periodicity” led to a distinct set of mental illnesses that had “neither 
homologue nor analogue in man.167 
 

The portrayals of mad mothers whose separation from their son triggers a life-threatening 

medical condition contribute to this misogynistic discourse that seeks to equate female 

reproduction with physical weakness. The bodies of childless mothers are redundant and so 

they figuratively shrivel and die.168 

 

In the closing critique of Henry Phillips, the narrator concludes: 

 
Thus fell, before the age of seventeen years, Henry Phillips, a youth, who was naturally 
addicted to no particular vice, but owing to a passion, which, if indulged, no one can 
tell what may be the ruinous consequences, was hurried to commit a crime which 
destroyed his mother’s life, brought down a father’s grey hairs with sorrow to the grave, 
and entailed upon his own name the shame and infamy of a public execution.169 

 
The father is the only family member to survive the failures of his wife. 
Initially, it is difficult to comprehend that there are any similarities between the bleak and 

oppressive tale of Henry Phillips and the adventures of Jack but when Tabart and his team first 

published the tale for children they appear to have been uncomfortable with reproducing a tale 

that rewarded a lazy and disobedient boy. Someone other than Jack had to be held accountable 

and so the mother was blamed. The result is a depiction of motherhood that is consistent with 

the upbraided mother figure that the moralists were so keen to berate. Jack and his adventures 

 
167 Showalter, p.55. 
168 Tuttle Hansen, p.22.   
169 ‘Henry Phillips; or, The Life of an Angry Boy’, p.68-69. 
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remain mostly untouched, and this alteration goes virtually unnoticed. His mother’s negative 

portrayal and faults are not out of place in children’s literature of this period as her type occurs 

again and again. However, these are not stories about mothers; they are stories about boys, 

boys who must resist the negative influence of weak women, resist their ill-judged affections, 

become strong and independent and resist her again and again. It is not in their interest to be 

spoiled because spoiled boys are naughty and the female body is so weak and vulnerable to 

any emotional upset that naughtiness can kill. Unsurprisingly, this particular mythic didactic 

amalgamation did not survive into the twentieth century. However, its examination amidst 

other stories of the time presents nuanced evidence of how women and, more specifically, 

mothers, were portrayed and punished in nineteenth-century stories for children.  

 

3:3 Parental Disobedience, Accidents and  
Other Unfortunate Events 

 
 
Within the Hockliffe Collection there lies a small corpus of early nineteenth-century books that 

warn young readers about potential dangers in their environment and position accidental events 

as a deserved punishment for parental disobedience. Safety stories delight in the details of 

gruesome injuries which could have been easily avoided if only the victim had heeded the 

warning of their parent. They tend to be anecdotal in style and are presented as either a 

collection of mini tales, each depicting a distinct set of catastrophic circumstances, or as a side 

note in the form of a conversational digression located within a more extended tale, such as an 

adventure story. The texts convey an ideological view of accidents that is in stark contrast to 

modern views which perceive injured children far more empathetically.  The definition of an 

accident has changed little over time as demonstrated in Samuel Johnson’s A Dictionary of the 

English Language (1775) which defines an accident as ‘that which happens unforeseen; 

casualty, chance’, but these early texts insinuate that accidents are foreseen once the child’s 
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parent has offered a fair warning.170 Within this context, the injured child merges with the 

disobedient child and the resultant tone is often stern, disapproving and occasionally cruel. The 

explicit relationship between accidents and punishment was highlighted by Gillian Avery in 

Nineteenth Century Children: Heroes and Heroines in English Children’s Stories 1780-1900 

(1965).171 This section builds on those existing ideas through the inclusion of new material that 

demonstrates the nuanced ways in which the theme was approached. Some writers used 

representations of accidents to warn and protect children from coming to harm. Others use the 

safety warning to thinly veil their real agenda of incriminating and punishing the disobedient 

child.172  

 

The level of disapproval directed at the injured child does vary and there are stories which 

prioritise safety concerns, over obedience, providing an interesting insight into the lives of 

nineteenth-century children and the dangers they faced. The incidents that occur are dramatic 

and sensational but plausible which makes them intriguing. This form of didacticism is born 

of an oral tradition that is still evident and is unlikely to diminish.  Sharing stories of the 

misfortunes of others is familiar and, arguably, a fundamental aspect of community life. As the 

adage goes, “there’s no news like bad news”, and when people hear of a tragic event, 

particularly if it could just as easily have befallen them, they experience a range of emotions 

before passing the warning on to others. The more shocking, sensational and relatable the 

accident, the more likely it is to be circulated. It is an essential ingredient of child-rearing and 

remains evident today through safety campaigns that are promoted through schools, 

 
170 A Dictionary of the English Language: A Digital Edition of the 1755 Classic by Samuel Johnson ed. by B. 
Besalke S (2014). Available at: johnsondictionary.com [Accessed: October 5th 2017].  A contemporary 
Cambridge Dictionary definition is ‘something bad that happens that is not expected or intended and that often 
damages something or injures someone’ See “accident” in dictionary.cambridge.org [Accessed June 18th 2017]. 
171 Avery, Heroes and Heroines. 
172 See Jacqueline Rose, The Case of Peter Pan: or The Impossibility of Children’s Fiction (Hampshire and 
London: Macmillan Press Limited, 1994). 
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educational groups and various media platforms.173 Personal safety is a vital part of the 

socialisation of children and while the dangers and details may be time-specific, the 

fundamentals of protecting children from danger remain constant.174  However, as this corpus 

demonstrates, the nineteenth-century safety messages are muddied and complicated by the 

unnecessary inclusion of humiliation and punishment which dilute and undermine the potential 

impact of the tale.  

 

Punishment and the Dark Consequence of Parental Disobedience 
 

In his discussion of the works of Maria Edgeworth, Dennis Denisoff argues that writers 

constructed a childhood ideal that cast parents as willing educators with a plethora of resources 

at their disposal.  He argues that ‘one index of the expansion of parents’ sense of both power 

and responsibility to interfere in their children’s destiny is provided by changes in attitudes 

toward fatal childhood accidents’.175 Earlier societies were alarmed by childhood accidents and 

deaths, but this ‘did not manifest itself in the enclosure of the young in child-safe, intensely 

supervised spaces’.176 This shift would occur later in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries 

when ‘the assumption that parents are responsible for anticipating and preventing these 

occurrences became newly central to discussions of childrearing’.177 Denisoff draws on the 

discussion by Keith Thomas who argues that earlier societies (medieval and early modern) 

accepted the dangers faced by children and that there ‘was the sense that “children were 

tiresome creatures who played in the wrong way, at the wrong time, and in the wrong 

 
173 Most people will be able to recall at least one childhood safety campaign that they have retained to memory. 
Examples include road safety, stranger danger, electrocution etc. 
174 Modern safety campaigns concerned with issues such as not swimming in rivers, crossing roads and not 
talking to strangers, are promoted through a range of mediums both written and visual.  
175 Dennis Denisoff, The Nineteenth-century Child and Consumer Culture (Hampshire and Burlington: Ashgate 
Publishing, 2008), p.36. 
176 Ibid. 
177 Ibid. 
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places”’.178 In the nineteenth century context of the corpus, parents were under increasing 

pressure to prevent accidents which offer some explanation for the production and purchase of 

books which raised awareness of potential dangers for both parent and child. 

 

These fictional narratives utilise realism to construct a relatable scenario or set of events that 

end in an accident such as falling, drowning, burning etc.179 but in some of these stories the 

suffering does not end there.  Despite the injuries being severe and frequently beyond the 

realms of medical treatment (available at the time) leaving the child permanently disfigured, 

the child is still subjected to the emotional punishment of shame and humiliation.   Scars and 

deformities become synonymous with deserved suffering, creating a social stigma, a cruel 

reminder of their offence.  With intertextual allusions to other stories, such as the mark of 

shame in the Biblical tale of Cain and Abel, a problematic association is forged between 

disability and punishment.180  

 

In his analysis of the power of shame, O’Malley draws on Foucault who argues that ‘shameful 

punishments are effective because they are based on the vanity that was at the root of the crime’ 

and O’Malley suggests that unwelcomed behaviours ‘stemmed more often than not from an 

irrational sense of pride or self-worth. The fear of having one’s irrational sense of vanity 

exposed is what makes shame work’.181  However, within the corpus, shame and humiliation 

are frequently presented as kinder and more considered alternatives to violence. The practice 

 
178 K. Thomas cited in Denisoff, p.36. Also see K. Thomas ‘Children in Early Modern England’ in Children and 
their Books: A Celebration of the Work of Iona and Peter Opie, ed. by G. Avery and J. Briggs, (Oxford: 
Clarendon, 1989), pp.45-47. 
179 Including a broad spectrum of injuries that appear to have been more prioritised rather than gender or age 
specific accidents.  
180 Whilst it is beyond the breadth of this study, scholars do discuss how the various depictions of disability in 
nineteenth century stories which can also be sympathetic. There is further scope to study negative portrayals 
within early children’s literature. See Alex Tankard, Tuberculosis and Disabled Identity in Nineteenth Century 
Literature: Invalid Lives (Palgrave MacMillan, 2018). 
181 Andrew O’Malley, The Making of the Modern Child: Children’s Literature in the Late Eighteenth Century 
(London and New York: Routledge, 2004), p.62. See Foucault, Discipline and Punish. 
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of humbling someone through humiliation becomes instrumental in instilling self-control and 

restraint, and more progressive forms of masculinity.182 An example is found in ‘The Generous 

Revenge’ when Frank’s cruelty and violence are met and undermined by Cordelio’s kindness 

and restraint in the face of extreme provocation. His self-control shames Frank who is 

subsequently mocked by the other children.183 In ‘Vanity Punished’, Valentine’s father 

disciplines his son’s arrogant behaviour by abandoning him in the woods overnight, forcing 

the boy to seek help from the gardener’s son who is less educated but possesses the relevant 

knowledge for survival outdoors; Valentine is humbled by his humiliation and recognises his 

own limitations.184 However, the children portrayed in the safety stories are punished both 

physically and emotionally, which is acceptable on the grounds of it being self-inflicted.  They 

effectively punished themselves for their own disobedience. 

 

The unsympathetic merging of accidents and punishment paints a bleak picture of nineteenth-

century parenting. Layla AbdelRahim argues that the power dynamic between the person who 

has transgressed and the ‘perpetrator of punishment’ (in this case the child and parent 

respectively) are ‘usually unequal’ resulting in a relationship that ‘can be punishing even in the 

absence of corporal pain’.185 The child’s parent does not cause bodily harm, but the suggestion 

of emotional rejection at the point of suffering is powerful. However, these books are more 

 
182 As discussed in Chapter 2 (section 1), violent forms of masculinity associated with physical prowess were 
superseded by a new masculine ideal that was associated with control and restraint. A lack of self-control had 
become increasingly associated with the lower classes and contradictory to notions of civilisation. See David 
Rossen, The Changing Fictions of Masculinity (Urbana and Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 1993). 
183 Frank mutilates Cordelio’s pet dog and when he later has a riding accident and is vulnerable, Cordelio is kind 
and lends him clothes which shames Frank. ‘The Generous Revenge’ in Tales of the Arbor;, or, Evening 
Reward for Morning Studies. Comprising a Collection of Tales, Interesting, Familiar and Moral. (London: 
Vernor and Hood).    
184 ‘Vanity Punished’ in The Theatre of Youth. Brook and Lancashire: Yorkshire. Male vanity is associated with 
arrogance about knowledge, whereas female vanity tends to be associated with superficiality and a 
preoccupation with appearance. Valentine’s vanity is demonstrated through incessant reading which he does to 
gain admiration. Grenby argues that the contrasting characters of Valentine and the gardener’s son are a nod to 
Rousseau’s Emile whose own education forefronts nature over books. See Grenby, The Child Reader, p.273. 
185 Layla AbdelRahim, Children’s Literature, Domestication, and Social Foundation: Narratives of Civilization 
and Wildness (New York and London: Routledge, 2014), p. 88. 
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likely to be representative of anxieties about dangers and a misguided desire to frighten 

children into staying safe, than a realistic depiction of parental attitudes. Pollock’s study, 

Forgotten Children: Parent-child Relations from 1500 to 1900 (1983) completely undermines 

the idea that parents in centuries past were distant and detached from their children.186 

Analysing a range of sources, including diaries and letters, Pollock challenges the widespread 

belief that high infant mortality rates resulted in parents who were emotionally detached from 

their children. Her findings indicate quite the opposite with parental anxieties exacerbated by 

increased awareness of the dangers faced by their children. Denisoff argues that since Ariès’ 

claims about parent/child relations were published, scholars have cited endless examples of 

how parents in centuries past ‘held deep attachments to their children’.187 The texts may not 

accurately represent how parents felt about their children and accidents but would have been 

welcomed by those who were anxious about the safety of their children. In addition to raising 

awareness of specific dangers, the narrator’s stern tone, condemnation and the resulting 

gruesome injuries are undoubtedly intended to evoke fear in the reader in the hope that they 

will avoid a similar fate.  

 

Anecdotal accounts of accidents and disobedience are occasionally inserted into longer and 

more complex plots, particularly those that are constructed around a variety of episodes. These 

might take the form of a tangent as a character recounts a story they heard or observed. The 

popular ‘anthropomorphic memoir’ lends itself to this style as the use of an animal narrator 

allows for naive observations.188 Tess Cosslett traces the emergence of this tale type back to 

 
186 Linda Pollock, Forgotten Children: Parent-Child Relations from 1500 to 1900 (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1983). 
187 Denisoff, p.36.  
188 For an example, see Cato, or interesting adventures of a dog of sentiment: interspersed with many amiable 
examples and real anecdotes. By a lady (London: J. Harris, 1816).  As noted on the Hockliffe Project website, 
there are other ‘anthropomorphic memoirs’ within the Hockliffe Collection including Dorothy Kilner, The Life 
and Perambulation of a Mouse (1784), Elizabeth Sandham's The Adventures of Poor Puss (1809), and Eliza 
Fenwick, The Life of the Famous Dog Carlo (1809) See The Hockliffe Project.  
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the mid-eighteenth century, arguing that talking animals ‘were allied with science, ethics and 

truth’ and could ‘bridge the gap between child and adult, combining delight with 

instruction’.189 The inclusion of animal protagonists was almost always concerned with 

educating children about animals in the hope of reducing cruelty but also lent itself to raising 

awareness of other issues in a less overt manner.190 Cosslett argues that these stories were part 

of the child’s ‘education in sympathy’ and that the young reader of these books ‘excuses the 

device of a talking animal, and licences moral instruction’.191 Within the context of accidents, 

the animal can express sadness and regret about the child’s accident as a welcomed outsider 

rather than a stern disciplinarian and so entices the child in. 

 

However, other tales make no attempts to conceal their intentions to instruct the child. Tales of 

the Arbor contains a collection of stories that is being shared by a father with his children who 

are seated under a garden arbour. In contrast to the transgressive mother figure discussed in the 

previous sections, the father represents a family ideal in which the parent becomes an 

enthusiastic educator rewarding his children for their diligence in their morning studies. The 

framing device allows for individual stories to be presented and discussed as the fictional 

children ask questions that have been anticipated by the author. The stories are described as 

‘interesting tales, the morals of which are instructive and artless; and, in a spot like the Arbor 

where retirement rendered them more impressive, he [the author] judged they would be 

peculiarly entertaining, and at the same time improve the minds of his young hearers’.192 

Despite initially presenting the tales as a reward, the terms ‘artless’ and ‘instructive’ reveal the 

true didactic intentions of the book and positions the male parent as a teacher. The selected 

 
189 Tess Cosslett, Talking Animals in British Children’s Fiction, 1786-1914 (Hampshire and Burlington: 
Ashgate Publishing, 2006), p.1. 
190 See the introduction of Chapter 6 for a more detailed discussion of animal themes. 
191 Ibid. p.63. 
192 Tales of the Arbor;, or, Evening Reward for Morning Studies. Comprising a Collection of Tales, Interesting, 
Familiar and Moral (London: Vernor and Hood, nd), p. iv. 
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titles emphasise the theme of the lesson, as demonstrated in ‘The Punishment of Obstinacy’ 

which presents the unfortunate story of Sam Herbert who ‘possessed many excellent qualities, 

and would have been universally beloved had it not been for too great an inclination to persist 

in his own opinion, against that of his elders and superiors’.193 Sam is determined to take part 

in the Easter Hunt (a horseback riding event) despite being warned by his parents that he is too 

inexperienced a rider to participate. The overzealous youth quickly finds himself in difficulty, 

takes a frightening fall and is almost trampled. Sam is rushed to a surgeon and ‘how bitterly 

did he lament his headstrong disposition!’ He injuries include leg fractures that are beyond 

medical treatment, and the narrator states: ‘he will have cause for the remainder of his life to 

repent of his obstinacy, as he can never recover the use of his leg. He walks constantly on 

crutches, a dreadful instance of disobedience, and an example to all who follow so fatal a 

vice’.194  

 

Permanent disability is not the end of Sam’s punishment; the father tells his children that 

‘young people who practise this detestable failing’ are despised by all;  ‘society shuns them, as 

unfit to join any engagement; they are avoided by their nearest connections; and never spoke 

to without reluctance’.195 The agonising injuries serve as a reminder of the child’s flaws and 

come to symbolise a shamed outsider. The author of this story is not motivated by a desire to 

warn the reader about accidents and the dangers of riding; he deploys the motif in an attempt 

to justify the damning condemnation that follows.   

 

As in other morality tales within the corpus, Tales of the Arbor alternates between stories of 

“good” and “bad” characters. Jackie Horne argues that ‘Enlightenment children’s writers not 

 
193 ‘The Punishment of Obstinacy’ in Tales of the Arbor, p.8. 
194 Ibid. p.12. 
195 Ibid. p.13. 
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only sought to instruct but also took it for granted that in writing morally ideal protagonists 

[…] they were deploying the most effective method for fostering exemplarity in their young 

readers’, resulting in characters that are perceived as ‘”flat or “one dimensional”’ by 

contemporary scholars.196 The stories are constructed around explicit lessons and the characters 

themselves are not the priority. Lisa Sainsbury describes the resultant representations of 

children as ‘dichotomous reductions [that] render children good or bad, virtuous or wicked, 

obedient or naughty’, ready to be ‘stack[ed] neatly on schoolroom and nursery shelves’.197 

Sam’s tale is contrasted by another entitled ‘The Proofs of Real Affection’, that features two 

sisters who ask permission to attend an outing with friends but are denied on the grounds of 

personal safety. The girls are upset by the decision but, unlike Sam, they are obedient and miss 

out on the activity.  They later learn that their friends had experienced various misfortunes 

during the trip and are immensely relieved that they listened to their parents with all parties 

demonstrating “real affection”.198 The characters of both tales are reduced, but it is probable 

that, despite the damning disapproval, the story of a naughty boy falling from his horse 

alongside the description of his injuries is likely to have been far more engaging for young 

readers than the tale of the two dull and compliant daughters. 

 

As argued by Denisoff, Thomas and others, parents have always been conscious that the world 

is a potentially dangerous place for their children.199 This fear does provide some defence for 

the presentation of accidents as consequences for parental disobedience as one should surely 

precede the other. The stories also emphasise the importance of obeying parents in their 

absence while simultaneously drawing attention to specific hazards.  Juvenile Stories published 

 
196 Jackie, C. Horne, History and Construction of the Child in Early British Children’s Literature (London and 
New York: Routledge, 2016), p. 4. Also see Tatar, Off With their Heads. 
197 Lisa Sainsbury, Ethics in British Children’s Literature: Unexamined Life (London, New Delhi, New York 
and Sydney: Bloomsbury, 2013), p.13. 
198 ‘The Proof of Real Affection’ in Tales of the Arbor. 
199 Denisoff (2008), p.36. See Thomas in Avery and Briggs, pp.45-47.  
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by E. Marshall in 1831 contains ‘The Bridge’ which features a young girl who is specifically 

told by her mother to keep to the side of the bridge that has an intact railing. While out alone, 

the girl forgets or disregards the warning and finds herself in difficulty when she ‘is met by a 

drove of oxen’ and the lack of railing results in her falling into the river where she almost 

drowns. The narrator states that ‘all the pain and sickness, she had to go through might have 

been saved, by only attending to her mother’s advice’.200  

 

A similar idea is explored in ‘Jenny and the Pigs’ as, before leaving the house, Jenny’s mother 

specifically warns her daughter to stay away from the sow who has piglets ‘for fear she may 

hurt you,’ but the girl defies her mother’s instruction and reaches in to stroke one of the piglets. 

The sow ‘caught hold of her hand […] and bit it dreadfully’ causing the child to scream out in 

pain, but she found herself ‘alone, injured and bleeding for an hour’ and ‘never had the full use 

of her hand afterwards. Thus, she is punished for her disobedience, which she had cause to 

remember as long as she lived’.201 Like the previous examples, Jenny’s injuries are permanent, 

and damage to hands is a costly injury to incur. Again, the danger was anticipated by the 

mother, but Jenny was still given the freedom to act against her mother’s wishes.  

 

The increasing societal demands placed on parents concerning their role in accident prevention 

continues today.202 Denisoff argues that it was during the Victorian era that parents became 

responsible for accident prevention203 and these tales were published just six years previously. 

‘Jenny and the Pigs’ is a lesson in how unpredictable life can be, alongside reinforcement of 

the “mother knows best” axiom. However, in a modern context, a warning is not enough, and 

 
200 ‘The Bridge’ in Juvenile Stories (1831), p.7. 
201 ‘Jenny and the Pigs’ in Juvenile Stories (1831), p.22. 
202 Denisoff, p.36. 
203 Ibid.  
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any parent who recognises a dangerous hazard and then leaves their child exposed would 

almost certainly be subjected to scrutiny on the grounds of neglect. 

 

Whilst most of the safety books are not explicit in their intentions to convey religious teachings, 

there is an intertextual relationship between stories that critique parental disobedience and the 

biblical commandment of ‘Honour thy father and thy mother’ which would have been well 

known to readers of this period. There are also connotations of original sin and the Fall myth 

as discussed by John Stephens and Robyn McCallum who highlight stories that deal with issues 

of ‘temptation, transgression, consequence and punishment components’, drawing parallels 

between the relationships of Adam and Eve to God and the ‘hierarchal schema for child/parent 

relationships’ with the overarching message that all ‘disobedience leads to punishment’.204 To 

disobey parents is to disobey God which is ultimately punished in the afterlife. Such teachings 

can be read as too damning of children, but if, within this nineteenth-century context, parents 

believed that they were saving their child from eternal suffering, then (such teachings) are, to 

some degree, understandable. The Little Boy who was Drowned published by Dean & Co. is 

explicit in its intention to teach a religious lesson .205  This tragic tale features a young boy who 

has been repeatedly warned to stay away from the river but cannot resist the temptation to 

climb into a boat. When the boy fails to return home, a search party is despatched, and it is 

soon realised the boat has gone and the boy’s satchel is found. It would be three days before 

the boy’s body was found: 

[h]is beautiful bright curls were all soaked with water and mud, and some of the long 
weeds had twisted into them. His dark blue eyes were half open, but their merry glance 
was gone for ever. Oh! How his parents, and brothers, and sisters, grieved, as they saw 
him buried in the cold ground!206 

 
204 John Stephens and Robyn McCallum, Retelling Stories, Framing Culture: Traditional Story and 
Metanarratives in Children’s Literature (New York and London: Garland Publishing, 1998), p.39. 
205 The Little Boy who was Drowned (London: Dean & Co.). No date but categorised, within the Hockliffe 
Collection, as early nineteenth century.  
206 Ibid. p.12. 
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The detailed descriptions of the romanticised dead but beautiful child are accompanied by 

illustrations of the deceased boy in his father’s arms and of his family gathered around his 

coffin at his funeral (see Fig 3:2).  

 

 
Fig 3:2 

 

Avery argues that ‘death was an essential part of the evangelical education’ and readers would 

have attended ‘deathbeds, saw many corpses and regularly attended funerals’ in an attempt to 

‘shock them into seriousness’.207 This bleak tale is typical of this tradition and ends with an 

explicit warning to the child reader that emphasises the dark consequences of disobedience: 

the very last thing he had done before his spirit left this world, was to break a 
commandment of God, which says – “Honour thy father and thy mother, that the days 
may be long in the land which the Lord thy God giveth thee.” – Oh, we pray that all 
children think what sufferings they may have to bear, if they disobey their parents.208 

 

As Tatar argues, the ‘childrearing practices of earlier centuries remind us just how important it 

was to secure a strong causal link between corporal punishment and the salvation of a child’s 

 
207 Avery, Heroes and Heroines, p.104. 
208 The Little Boy who was Drowned, p.12. There is another similar tale titled ‘Disobedience’ that also depicts a 
boy drowning after taking his father’s boat. See ‘Disobedience’ in Take Your Choice (London: J. Harris, 1805). 
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soul’.209 Again, parental accountability ends with the warning, and any remaining fault lies 

with the dead child whose punishment will be eternal.210  

 

The didacticism is overt and it can be argued that the drowning incident is secondary to the 

descriptions of death and eternal damnation. The story employs religion and the ultimate 

punishment in an attempt to frighten children into conformity. This approach would also have 

played into parental anxieties and fears about what was and is a genuine danger. In her study 

of real childhood accidents that occurred during the nineteenth century, Sarah Seaton found 

that children, during this early period, were at increased risk as their playgrounds tended to be 

the great outdoors, in far larger open spaces than we have today.  As previously discussed, 

children were not assigned designated safe play areas and ‘rivers, lakes and streams held a 

fascination’ for children who were encouraged to spend their time outside as many houses were 

overcrowded.211 Denisoff also notes that in practical terms, ‘close supervision of children was 

not an option in households that were often also workplaces’.212  Seaton’s study of cases heard 

before a Coroner also includes some troubling witness accounts that indicate a reluctance to 

offer assistance and help the child in need. Examples include a maid who refused to help a 

child in a house that was on fire and a man not only failing to assist but also laughing at the 

sight of a drowning child.213 This emotional detachment is perhaps a negative consequence of 

creating narratives which vilify a child for being involved in an accident.214  

 

 
209 Tatar, Off With their Heads! p.51. 
210 Avery and Reynolds further explore representations of romanticised death, see Gillian Avery and Kimberly 
Reynolds Representations of Childhood Death. (Hampshire and London: Macmillan Press, 2000).  
211 Sarah Seaton, Childhood and Death in Victorian England (Pen and Sword History, 2017), chapter 2, kindle 
edition.  
212 Denisoff, p.36. 
213 Seaton. 
214 Note the earlier example in Tales of the Arbour which lambasts a child for his riding accident and suggests 
that he was then despised by his community. 
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Avery examines the representation of death in children’s literature and suggests that the books 

were intended to shock readers. In her discussion of Mary Martha Sherwood, she argues 

somewhat inappropriately that she ‘had a touch of the necrophil about her at one stage in her 

life’ as reflected in her ‘morbid delight’ at the inclusion of death and corpses.215 Avery rightly 

argues that representations of death in children’s literature of the period are ‘linked with the 

themes of punishment and reward’ and notes how evangelicals ‘dwelt much upon death and 

hell-fire’ and suggests that ‘the fatal consequences of deceit or disobedience [were] 

particularized, until they had covered pretty well every activity known to children’.216 

Representations of death in literature can be complex rather than just morbid; they are relevant 

to their time and can operate as part of  an emotional exploration and healing process. It is well 

documented that the Victorians photographed their children post-mortem and cherished the 

images, behaviour that would be considered taboo today.217 However, when the death of 

children is associated with condemnation and punishment, it is almost certainly intended to 

evoke fear. 

 

If a writer wanted to create a moralistic tract that would underscore the significance of parental 

disobedience, then the use of accidents provided young readers with a scenario they could 

understand, unlike tales such as My Own Way published by the Religious Tract Society which 

address the issue in an overly complicated manner.218  The narrator is an older woman who is 

reflecting back on her life with a sense of regret. Beginning in her childhood and lamenting her 

desire always to have her “own way,” she remembers how her ‘“good old father and mother 

often told me, that I must learn to commit my will to the providence of God, but I heeded not 

 
215 Avery, Heroes and Heroines, p.212. 
216 Ibid. 
217 See Sarah Seaton, Childhood and Death in Victorian England (Pen and Sword History, 2017), chapter 2, 
kindle edition. 
218 My Own Way (London: Religious Tract Society, nd), p.3. 
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their counsel as I ought’”.219 Her resistance continues into her adult life when she marries a 

man ‘against the wishes of her parents’ and finds herself in an unhappy relationship wherein 

her husband is absent from the home and drinking heavily. She prioritised material possessions 

over saving money and is therefore unable to afford medicine when her son becomes ill.220 The 

husband dies and ‘“I found myself alone and in abject poverty, then I saw the folly of my own 

way!”’.221 Her troubles do not end there as the consequences pass on to her children who all 

die. The publishers expected children to engage with adult issues for which they are unlikely 

to possess a schema and would have found this book wholly unrelatable and therefore, 

ineffective.222   

 
Accidents and Other Unfortunate Events 
 

As the previous discussion demonstrates, parental disobedience and accidents are intrinsically 

interrelated and it appears impossible for authors, during this time, to imagine a set of 

circumstances where an accident could exist without culpability. However, the books do vary 

in tone, and others appear to be more invested in accident prevention rather than parental 

obedience, although given the nature of the adult and child relationship, the latter is never far 

behind. Accidents of Childhood, or Cautionary Stories for Heedless Children published by 

Routledge in 1861 states that ‘the object of this little book is to teach children to think before 

they act […] that they may learn the wholesome dread of consequences’.223 The book is then 

subdivided into a range of scenarios with titles such as ‘The Dangerous Cliff’, ‘Sea-side 

 
219 Ibid.  
220 This engages with the “mother blaming “theme discussed in the previous section which links bad mothering 
to the demise of their sons and their potential. 
221 Ibid. p.7. 
222Hunt suggests that the Religious Tract Society began writing for adults before specifically targeting child 
readers from as early as 1809, a prioritised agenda was to save children before they died. See Hunt, 
International Companion. p.354. 
223 Accidents of Childhood, or Cautionary Stories for Heedless Children (New York: Warne and Routledge, 
1861), [p.3]. 
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Dangers’ and ‘Beware of the Gas’.224  These examples are more recognisable as precursors to 

the sort of safety campaigns that are run today.225  Cooter and Lucklin argue that, despite the 

prevalence and impact of accidents upon society ‘they have not been seriously or substantially 

historicized’ and ‘remain historically unrepresented’ and when considering the broad range of 

inter-disciplinary subjects involved with their existence such as ‘sociology, culture, political, 

medicine’ etc. accidents ‘are conspicuous only by their absence’.226 The presence of religious 

teachings and parental instruction overshadow the nature of the accidents themselves in the 

primary texts and their scholarship of children’s literature. There is considerable scope to 

investigate these representations further beyond the corpus. 

 

As previously mentioned scholars argue that the prevalence of the child death theme in 

nineteenth-century literature can be explained, in part, by anxieties associated with the higher 

child mortality rate in centuries past. This view is supported by Seaton’s study which found 

that in one three-month period in Nottingham, ‘around a third of all deaths brought before the 

coroner were children under nine’.227 This startling statistic confirms that this was indeed a 

dangerous time to be a child and the leading causes of death were related to accidental injuries 

such as ‘severe burns, scalding with boiling water and accidental overdoses of opium’.228 All 

of these deaths were preventable, Seaton notes, cases were reduced through the expansion of 

the education system which not only increased the child’s knowledge of potential dangers but 

also meant that children were safely at school and in the care of an adult rather than freely 

 
224 Ibid.  
225 Books of this kind do continue to be published today. See, for example, M. Bradley, Death in the Great 
Smoky Mountains: Stories of Accidents and Foolhardiness in the Most Popular National Park (Connecticut: 
Rowman and Littlefield, 2016); L.H. Whittlesey, Death in Yellowstone: Accident and Foolhardiness in the First 
National Park (New York, Toronto, Plymouth: Robert Rhinehart, 2014). Both texts present the dangers of 
American national parks. 
226 Accidents in History: Injuries, Fatalities and Social Relations, ed. by Roger Cooter and Bill Luckin (Atlanta: 
Rodopi, 1997), p.1. 
227 Seaton (2017), Introduction, paragraph 1, Kindle edition. 
228 Interestingly none of the stories feature accidental overdoses of opium as, like today, this would undermine the 
authority of the parent. Seaton (2017). 
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roaming in open spaces under the supervision of an older sibling.229 The stories found within 

the corpus would have contributed to the general education of children on the subject of 

accident prevention. 

 

Within safety stories, children are often described as having life-altering injuries that bring 

with them permanent consequences for the lack of judgement. Doctors are consulted only to 

confirm the worst fears that nothing can be done, which during this period is probable. 

However, the authority of the doctor figure also adds credibility to the argument that many 

injuries will be permanent and that people will know that the child was injured because they 

could not resist temptation. The presence of the doctor also complements other texts of the 

time. Tabitha Sparks argues that doctors and medical conditions were popular in more 

sensational literature such as ‘penny bloods’ and were increasingly included in literature more 

generally in nineteenth-century.230 The authoritative doctor figure and his expertise on injuries 

adds credibility to the claim that life-changing injuries can quickly occur. 

 

Tatar is critical of the descriptions of extreme injuries experienced by children in these tales. 

In her discussion of Tales Uniting Instruction with Amusement Consisting of the Streets; and 

Throwing Squibs, she argues that the author ‘must have had a strange idea of “amusement” and 

suggests that these ‘stories were probably meant to amuse in the sense of “divert,” yet they it 

inadvertently produce a comic effect. When punishment is so disproportionate to the crime, 

[…] there is something ludicrous about the solemnity of the narrator’s pronouncements’.231 It 

is plausible that a lack of sympathy towards the victim of an accident along with surreal events 

might have resulted in some unintended dark humour, but it is also possible that amusement 

 
229 Ibid. 
230 Tabitha Sparks, The Doctor in the Victorian Novel: Family Practices (London and New York: Routledge, 
2016), p.18. 
231 Tatar, Off With their Heads! p.12. 
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was derived from reading about something controversial. Tatar concedes that the tales were 

‘probably less distasteful to children than one might suspect’ noting the popularity and appeal 

of Hoffmann’s Struwwelpeter and the similarities between the stories and the historical oral 

tradition. She concludes that the more the authors elaborated on ‘descriptions of tortures and 

mutilations, the more attractive the tales proved for children’.232 When considering the possible 

reader-response to these tales, it is likely that being warned about potential accidents was 

familiar and within the child’s repertoire.233 This is a distinct form of storytelling that is part 

of parenting and brings with it a sense of satisfaction. New knowledge, emotional responses 

and relief are pleasurable. Many people will recall safety commercials from their childhood 

which they repeatedly observed with fascination. Today children are entertained with 

experiential disasters found in theme parks and attend educational centres such as Hazard Alley 

in which they witness and experience thrilling staged accidents.234 To dismiss these books is 

to miss out on something culturally significant.  

 

However, some tales are written to emphasise the tragedy and sadness associated with the 

accidental death of a child. J. Harris published Cato, or Interesting Adventures of a Dog of 

Sentiment in 1816, which includes a ‘real anecdote’ of a ‘birdcatcher’ who, having returned 

from shooting crows, ‘incautiously left his gun in the kitchen’. The gun is picked up by his 

eight-year-old son who unfortunately points it in the direction of his younger sister ‘and shot 

her dead in an instant. The sudden surprise and shock of seeing her lie a bleeding corpse […] 

rendered him nearly insensible’. The boy is put to put to bed but ‘continued to rave about his 

cruelty’, and despite all efforts to console him ‘every effort to compose his mind failed, he died 

 
232 Ibid. p.13. 
233 Nodelman and Reimer explain that reader-response theorists use the term ‘repertoire’ to describe the implied 
readers experience and knowledge of literature and life. P. Nodelman and M. Reimer, The Pleasures of 
Children’s Literature, 3rd edn. (Boston, New York, London: Allyn and Bacon, 2003).  
234 As an example of how the teaching of safety is approached today, see Hazard All Safety Centre (2019) 
Available at: www.safetycentre.co.uk. [Accessed: October 5th 2017]. 
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on the very day his sister was buried and was then going to be laid in the same grave’.235 This 

example, in which the child is punished by the heightened nature of his own conscience, is 

perhaps fed by the kind of cautionary tales in which he himself features. The tragic events are 

a ‘sad pity’ that presented as a consequence of people being ‘so careless in leaving their guns 

in the way of children’.236  

 

A Birthday Present; or, Pleasing Tales of Amusement and Instruction written by Mary Meeke, 

published c.1820 by A.K. Newman & Co., is a catalogue of accidents and disasters.  Under the 

subheading ‘Carelessness always brings its own punishment’ is the story of Louise Dormer 

who ‘was a most careless, giddy child; - not a day elapsed with meeting with some misfortune’ 

so it follows that ‘her mother forbids her ever to play with, or even touch the knives […or] a 

lighted candle’.237 Of course, she does not listen and her disobedience results in her younger 

sister having access to a knife which she ‘drew through her hand, and cut her four fingers to 

the bone!’ and the child ‘never perfectly recovered the use of her hand’.238 This gruesome event 

does not alter Louisa’s carelessness  and whilst using a candle to search for a dropped pin, ‘her 

cap caught fire, and as it happened to be tied under her chin, she could not instantly take it off; 

it was in consequence entirely burnt, as well as her hair and large blisters rose all over her head, 

which were extended to her cheeks’ (see Fig 3:3).239 It would be some months until she 

recovered from her ‘folly’ and it is hoped that this ‘might serve as a warning to all other 

children, who were thus apprised of the punishment which followed her carelessness and 

 
235 Cato, or Interesting Adventures of a Dog of Sentiment: Interspersed with many amiable examples and real 
anecdotes. By a lady (London: J. Harris, p. 55). 
236 Ibid. p.56. In order to emphasise that his is a story about the awful consequences of leaving out a gun rather 
than a critique of shooting, this episode is followed by a defence of shooting crows for pecking out the eyes of 
sheep. However, the tale forefronts accidents and warns children and parents about the dangers posed by 
unattended firearms. Animal themes and hunting are discussed further in Chapter 6. 
237 M. Meeke, A Birthday Present; or, Pleasing Tales of Amusement and Instruction. (London: A.K. Newman, 
c.1820), p.6. 
238 Ibid.  
239 Ibid. p.8 
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inattention’.240 The dangers of “Carelessness and inattention” are prioritised over the theme of 

parental disobedience and the consequences are more unfortunate than deserved. These scenes 

are accompanied by illustrations to reinforce the young reader’s understanding of how the 

accidents occurred (see Fig 3:3).  

 

 

 
Fig 3:3 

 

When it comes to the representations of accidents, there is little distinction made between the 

sexes with each being equally susceptible to disobedience, temptation and carelessness. 

Meeke’s George Vernon is similar to Louisa and despite the vigilance of his mother who 

‘carefully watched over him, to prevent his meeting with any unpleasant accident’ she is unable 

to protect him. His list of catastrophes includes tripping over a garden-roller while walking 

backwards, causing a ‘violent blow’ leaving a ‘great bump’.241 He then leans on his mother’s 

chair which tips as she stands resulting in his head being ‘laid open’ and in need of medical 

attention for weeks. George’s untimely death is caused finally by a most unlikely accident 

while playing a game of ‘pin cushion’ and his decision to place his pins in his mouth. Their pet 

 
240 Ibid. 
241 Meeke, p.9. 
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dog jumps on the boy who accidentally swallows all the pins which ‘stuck across his throat 

[and] the more he endeavoured to bring them up, the deeper they sunk’ (see Fig 3:4). A doctor 

was sent for, but nothing could be done for poor George who ‘after having undergone the most 

excruciating agonies, expired at the end of six days’.242 The accidents in this particular 

collection of stories warn children about burns, falls and choking. The idea of one child falling 

from one disaster to another has the potential to be farcical and amusing. These incidents and 

their unfortunate outcomes are more indicative of an inattentive disposition rather than an 

obstinate and wilful nature.  

 

 
Fig 3.4 

 

The corpus contains two further texts that are mostly a collection of disastrous occurrences that 

were produced by Harvey and Darton at the turn of the century. The first is The Third Chapter 

of Accidents and Remarkable Events: Containing Caution and Instruction of Children (1801) 

indicating that a former two editions were published in the eighteenth century. Under the 

heading ‘Never play with Fire-Arms’ is a curious set of events which culminate in a youth 

being killed, having been shot through a window. Unusually it is a ruler rather than a bullet 

 
242 Ibid. p.11. 
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which becomes embedded in his thigh having been used ‘as a ramrod’ and carelessly left in the 

weapon.243 A somewhat random incident caused the poor boy to die the following day and the 

tale demonstrates how a lack of care can result in an unforeseen set of circumstances that make 

the episode more engaging for the reader. Two accidents emphasise the dangers of climbing; 

the first depicts a boy who falls when he climbs a tree to steal fruit, which was considered a 

serious crime during this period, and the lack of punishment indicates that safety warnings are 

the priority here. The second describes a boy who climbs the neglected ladder of a lamplighter 

who has left his post to go to the public house. It is not difficult to imagine the temptations of 

ladders left unattended in this way and the child not only falls but is ‘much scalded with the 

oil’ that followed him down (see Fig 3:5).244 These accidents are so specific that they are likely 

to have been inspired by real events. The combination of realism with forbidden behaviour and 

unpredicted outcomes is likely to have made this book an engaging read for children and 

parents alike. Children may have been tempted to tell others about what they read and so the 

warnings spread. 

 

 
243 The Third Chapter of Accidents and Remarkable Events: Containing Caution and Instruction of Children 
(London: Harvey and Darton, 1801), p. 43.  
244 Ibid. p. 48. 
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Fig 3:5 

Open fires were a staple of domestic life in the nineteenth century, essential for cooking and 

heating homes. Given the prevalence of fire related accidents during this period, it would have 

been considered important to educate children about the risks they posed. Seaton’s research 

into real cases includes many tragic examples of children dying as a result of fires and 

scalding.245  Tatar describes the prevalence of fire-related incidents in children’s storybooks as 

‘nothing short of extraordinary’ but concedes that despite how ‘cruel’ such tales might appear, 

‘they are not completely devoid of merit’ as they were written in a time when ‘ubiquitous open 

fires and flames made the dangers of being burned to death far more acute than they are 

today’.246 However, she remains critical of those who adopt accidents to promote ‘the evils of 

 
245 Seaton, (2017). 
246 Tatar, Off With their Heads! p.95. 
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disobedience’.247 The books discussed here present a plausible representation of an accident 

the existence and threat of which justifies its presence in the story. 

 

The second text by Harvey and Darton is The Rational Exhibition which was published later 

in 1824 but retains a similar approach to the representation of accidents. In this collection, 

tragedy occurs when a house catches fire as a direct consequence of a candle being left burning. 

The dangers of candles is raised again under the heading “never sit up in bed to read by 

candlelight” and the tale of a boy whose nightcap caught fire as he tilts his head forward to 

look at his book providing a thought-provoking insight into the potential hazards of fabrics and 

open flames not to mention the reading of books (see Fig 3:6).248 This is similar to the earlier 

example of Louisa, and the two combine to give the impression that night caps catching fire 

was a danger of which children should be warned.  

 

Attention is also given to the dangers of water and drowning; and John is saved by ‘the means 

recommended by the Humane Society of London’ which appears to be an early reference to 

Cardiopulmonary Resuscitation (CPR).249 Despite the very pragmatic approach to accidents, 

the story ends with the following comment: ‘after much pains John was brought to himself; he 

has been punished for his disobedience, for he was at the point of losing his life; and he has 

been pained at being the cause of endangering the health of his parents.250 Children should be 

obedient’.251 The introduction of parental disobedience is clumsy and complicates the central 

meaning of the tale and engagement with the positive development of CPR.  

 

 
247 Ibid. p.95. 
248 The Rational Exhibition (London: Harvey and Darton, 1824), p. 17. 
249 The humane societies became established across Europe during the eighteenth century and promoted mouth 
to mouth resuscitation for those involved in drowning accidents. R.V. Trubuhovich, (2006) ‘The History of 
Mouth to Mouth Rescue Breathing: The 18th Century’ in The History of Medicine 8 (2). pp. 157-171. 
250 This again reinforces the idea that the poor behaviour of the child can endanger their parents. 
251 The Rational Exhibition, p. 21-22. 
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Fig 3.6 

 

 

Avery suggests that these sorts of books fell out of favour in the 1890s possibly on account of 

infant mortality rates falling, everything about death having already been said, and ‘a decline 

in the religious connotation of death’.252 Arguably, safety stories have never disappeared; they 

just evolved as educating children about accidents remains an essential aspect of childrearing. 

However, the connection between accidents and punishment for parental disobedience is time-

specific as children are no longer criticised for errors of judgement, even if they were warned. 

The tales not only warn children about consequences, they also address and respond to 

heightened parental anxieties and work in cooperation with the aims of parents. There is 

evidence that the culpability of accidents has altered across time, and today it is the parent who 

is vulnerable to acts of punishment rather than the child although these are unlikely to be 

explored in stories for children. 

 

 

 

 
252 Avery, Heroes and Heroines, p.223. 
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Conclusion 

This chapter shows how writers and publishers altered established children’s tales to 

complement the didactic tradition more typically associated with morality tales. The revisions 

and additional content create a hybrid form that straddles the line that divides fantasy from 

instruction. These changes were most likely considered to be improvements that modernised 

the tales for new consumers. However, introducing the ‘spare the rod, spoil the child’ motif 

undermines the heroism of Tom Thumb, resulting in unnecessary conflict between the 

protagonist and his mother. The positive tale is reduced to one of failure and punishment as his 

adventures become synonymous with the theme of a disastrous life. The versions of 'Tom 

Thumb' and 'Jack and the Beanstalk' studied here sit comfortably alongside morality tales that 

also depict failed mothers who sabotage their son's inner potential. The relationship between 

mother and son becomes a challenge that the hero must overcome. Women are paradoxically 

both dangerous and weak; dangerous enough to hinder his personal development but so weak 

that separation and poor behaviour might kill her. Finally, the chapter explores the complexities 

of the parent-child relationship through safety stories that merge accidents with condemnation 

of parental disobedience. The parent's responsibility ends when the child is warned and should 

they continue regardless then the child is to blame for their suffering. The stories teach readers 

to identify what constitutes good and bad parenting. Bad mothers are those who over-indulge 

and fail to discipline, which can be a sign of mental weakness. Good parents are those who 

discipline and instruct their child, which includes warning them about hazards in their 

environment. Children must recognise these distinctions and act accordingly; bad parents must 

be defied and being spoiled must be resisted. Good parents must be obeyed or risk painful 

consequences and harsh punishments. 
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Chapter 4 
 

Riches to Rags: Stripping Back the Nineteenth Century 
Girl  

 
 
The rags-to-riches motif is associated with the pleasures of wish fulfilment and promotes the 

idea that anything is possible, and that virtuous behaviour will be rewarded.1 Clothing is an 

effective signifier of social status that can be used to emphasise a character’s experience from 

oppression to triumph. Garments become a key feature of transformations denoting a 

character’s movement up or/and down the social hierarchy.2 Rough textiles of poor quality can 

be used by authors to highlight injustice, but can also emphasise punishment, becoming a 

consequence and marker of undesirable behaviour. Just as the fairy tale heroine is awarded 

finery for her resilience in the face of adversity, female characters who display unwanted 

behaviour can be reduced to rags. The stories for this chapter were grouped on the basis that 

they feature a scene that engages with punishment, clothing and, in some cases, stripping 

female characters. These representations of punishment will be contextualised and interrogated 

in an attempt to understand how readers of the time might have interpreted such content. It will 

be argued that this particular form of punishment perpetuates the idea that female identity can 

be measured in terms of dress which during the nineteenth century was highly prescribed. 

Secondly, such dress is not owned but earned, continuously. These representations highlight 

the problematic nature of clothing during a period when women lacked agency, particularly in 

terms of the ownership of property. This particular form of discipline has received limited 

scholarly attention and the corpus demonstrates the nuanced ways in which such ideas 

permeate through stories for children. The motif spans texts of both fantasy and realism, 

 
1 Scholars often suggest that the best-known example of the rags-to-riches motif occurs in the tale of 
‘Cinderella’. 
2 Issues relating to punishment and demotion in terms of social class will be explored in further detail in the 
following chapter. 
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engaging with familiar themes such as vanity and curiosity.3 The punished must appease their 

punisher if they are to remain in their home; failure will see them rejected among the poor and 

desolate. These women and girls belong in the domestic sphere, but they do not own it.  

 

Feminist theory has an established history within the academic field of children’s literature. 

With its roots in the second-wave feminist movement it has continually expanded and evolved.4 

Feminist scholar Roberta Seelinger Trites charts the development of the theory, specifically 

within children’s literature, demonstrating how priorities and issues have shifted and come to 

the fore at different times.5 Early feminist work highlighted texts which defied traditional 

representations of women, examining strong female characters and emphasising the significant 

role of women in literature of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.6  Seelinger Trites 

identifies 1987 as ‘a watershed year’ with the emergence of important texts that showed how 

‘children – especially girls – transcend gendered limitations through such devices as trickery, 

deceit, and imaginative creativity’.7  

 

However, there were clear gaps in the scholarship which had failed to identify specific issues 

such as those of non-white women, and the field was enriched by new studies relating to race, 

imperialism, education and particularly Judith Butler’s preeminent work on gender, and the 

impact of gendered performativity.8 Scholars later explored and incorporated issues around 

 
3 The sharing of ideas in relation to punishments across categories has been a significant part of the findings of 
this research. While settings and story style might vary, ideas permeate across these boundaries. Another 
female-specific offence is gossiping and in Robin Goodfellow a girl is punished with a padlock through her face. 
See Robin Goodfellow (London: J. Harris, 1815). 
4 Second wave feminism in terms of a literary theory movement occurred in the UK in the 1960s and was 
particularly influential over children’s literature studies during the 1970s which included revisions of fairy tales. 
See Victorian Flanagan ‘Gender Studies’ in The Routledge Companion to Children’s Literature, ed. by David 
Rudd (London and New York: Routledge, 2010). 
5 Roberta Seelinger Trites, Twenty-First-Century Feminisms in Children’s and Adolescent Literature 
(Mississippi: University Press of Mississippi, 2018).   
6 Ibid. p. xii. 
7 Ibid. p. xiii.  
8 Ibid. 
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ideology and cultural studies and in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries considered ‘issues 

of the material world, such as embodiment, cognition, queerness, motherhood and material 

forces’.9  Representations of femininity are contextualised by studies of masculinity which 

‘deconstruct what it means to be a “boy” or a “girl” [and] have been particularly influential in 

the twenty-first century’.10 It was anticipated that any consideration of punishment in texts 

published during the nineteenth century would inevitably engage with feminist and gender 

issues, particularly concerning the subordination of women. The representations of punishment 

examined here are inflicted on white females which is mostly consistent with British children’s 

literature of this period.11 The current research has produced a set of nuanced findings that 

emphasise the relationship between clothing and the punishment of women and explores 

representations of forced stripping that make a valuable contribution to this established field. 

The threat of removing clothing highlights the vulnerable status of women within the domestic 

sphere. The consequence of defiance is rejection and dismissal in a state of reduced dress 

without the means to personally rectify the situation, a powerful message to convey to young 

readers of either sex. 

 

This thesis has thus far adopted a broad critical framework of Foucauldian theory, particularly 

in relation to the history of punishment. However, Foucault’s work has attracted scathing 

criticism from feminist scholars who find his failure to address female oppression 

objectionable. This criticism of Foucault fits into a general critique of the scholarship 

surrounding punishment which Adrian Howe argues is:  

 
 

 
9 Ibid. p. xiv. 
10 Ibid p. xv. 
11 Further details on how the Collection was edited and collated can be found in Chapter 1: ‘The Nature of the 
Collection’. This point is not intending to argue that there are no representations of non-white women in the 
Hockliffe Collection, but they are not present within this specific corpus. 
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profoundly masculinist. The problem is not simply that the new theorisations of 
punishment ignore women or treat them as footnotes to the main event - the punishment 
of men; they also overlook the question of gender, or better still, the deeply sexed nature 
of punishment regimes and, by extension, their own analytical frameworks.12 

 

Despite the methodology of this research revealing punishments of women which are subtle 

and easily overshadowed by the more overt punishments of their male counterparts,13 utilising 

a Foucauldian lens could still be perceived as masculinist. Criticism of Foucault is primarily 

based on omission as his work, like that of others’, fails to acknowledge the specific challenges 

faced by women.14 However, Margaret McClaren argues that ‘many feminists find Foucault’s 

conception of power as a network, and as operating through discourse, institutions, and 

practices beneficial for understanding the ways that power operates locally, on the body, and 

through particular practices’.15 Philosophy scholar Jana Sawicki counters that Foucault did not 

present ‘arguments; he wrote histories. He was not developing a theory of truth or rationality, 

but rather analysing the relations of power and knowledge that underpin certain understandings 

of truth and rationality’ which is relevant to feminist theory.16 However, this too attracts 

criticism from scholars who consider Foucault as being non-committal. McClaren argues that, 

for Foucault, power ‘is not possessed by an individual or group of individuals. Power can be 

 
12 Adrian Howe Punish and Critique: Towards a Feminist Analysis of Penalty (London and New York: 
Routledge, 2005), p.2. Howe suggests that feminist scholars are now conducting their own studies into the 
punishment of women. Annette Ballinger provides an intriguing study into how women’s offences occur within 
broader systems of ‘structural oppression’ which impact on the categorisation of female offenders as ‘mad, bad 
or tragic’. She also examines the role of femininity and masculinity in determining the punishment of females. 
Anette Ballinger, Gender, Truth and State Power: Capitalising on Punishment (London and Oxford: Routledge, 
2016), p.4-5. 
13 Within the corpus, boys tend to be punished more violently and overtly. For example, there are countless 
examples of boys being flogged at schools but no examples of girls receiving the same punishment. 
14 Whilst it is beyond the breadth of this thesis, McClaren provides a summary of the objections posed by each 
distinct feminist movement on the subject of Foucault i.e. radical feminists, Marxist feminist, socialist feminists 
etc. What is apparent is that his work is criticised by most but to differing degrees. See Margaret A. McLaren, 
Feminism, Foucault and Embodied Subjectivity (Albany: State University of New York Press, 2002), p.7 
onwards. 
15 Ibid. p.2. 
16 Sawicki suggests that a key aspect of Foucault’s work on power and language is recognising it as ‘a site of 
conflict and contestation’ which women may not be in control of but ‘neither do men’. Jana Sawicki, 
Disciplining Foucault: Feminism, Power and the Body. (New York: Psychology Press, 1991), p.2-5. Available 
at: books.google.co.uk. [Accessed: March 12th 2017]. 
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productive and positive; it is a relationship, not a thing’ and this relationship is circulated 

through ‘social norms, practices and institutions’17 which is relevant to any study of how 

women are represented in literature.18 As McClaren posits: ‘if power over women is 

everywhere and not held how is it constructed?’19 Foucault might not have offered specific 

answers for feminists, but he does provide a useful critical framework that can be employed 

when reviewing histories that are located within the experiences of girls and women.  

 

In addition to Foucault’s work on power and punishment, he also provides a sceptical critique 

of education systems. Given the pedagogical nature of children’s literature and the specific 

editing process of the Hockliffe Collection which was intended to demonstrate the history of 

child teaching, this is another aspect of Foucauldian theory that is pertinent to this study.20 

Ansgar Allen argues that Foucault’s concept of the soul is ‘unlike the soul of Christian 

theology, it was not born in sin but was born from methods of punishment, supervision, and 

constraint’ which include ‘mass education’.21 Allen agrees with McClaren and Sawicki that 

Foucault was ‘canny’ in his avoidance of grand theories and produced concepts that are 

difficult to tie down. However, his idea of the modern soul is part of his broader position on 

power, defining the soul as the internal aspect that is shaped by external ideas and 

categorisations such as ‘subjectivity, personality, consciousness – to more child specific 

notions: the troubled child, the child of promise, […] the resilient child, and so on’.22 The books 

of the corpus tend to reduce and flatten child characters to a simplified set of traits which a 

 
17 McLaren, p.4-5. 
18 Sawicki highlights that relevance of ‘the “hysterization” of women’s bodies’ and suggests that Foucault himself 
would not have been averse to the criticism he has received and is likely to have felt it is more appropriate for 
women to research such issues. Sawicki, p.50. 
19 McLaren, p.4. 
20 See Chapter one ‘Nature of a Collection’ for further detail on the collation and texts of the Hockliffe 
Collection. 
21 Encyclopaedia of Educational Theory and Philosophy, ed. by A. Allen and D.C. Phillips (California and 
London: Sage Publications, 2014), p.333. Available at: books.google.co.uk [Accessed: March 30th 2017]. 
22 Ibid. p.334. 
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Foucauldian reading would suggest are internalised and shape the child’s soul. The  child’s 

interior becomes the product of ‘external ideas and systems for locating those ideas within the 

self, which, in turn influenced how the self was formed’.23 Foucault examines the systems 

within this process and is deeply cynical about benevolence between educational sources and 

the child, believing that ‘no pedagogy is purely benign’.24 The morality tales of the Hockliffe 

Collection are overtly didactic and explicit in their intent to instruct the child. The young reader 

is presented with a variety of complex external ideas that are internalised, and these can be 

both positive and negative. 

 

“Borrowed Clothes”: Stripping Back the Ungrateful Girl 

The catalyst for this chapter was Portraits of Life (1817) written by William Francis Sullivan 

which is significant for three reasons. Firstly, the story features a boy and girl, Charles and 

Charlotte, who commit the same offence, which in itself is noteworthy as transgressions tend 

to be gendered. Secondly, the shared offence relates to an act of animal cruelty which is an 

almost exclusively male flaw within the corpus.25 Thirdly, despite their shared blame, they are 

punished very differently.26 Little is known of Sullivan except that he was born in Galway 

around 1715 and educated at Trinity College, Dublin before joining the Navy.27 He later moved 

to England and embarked upon his writing career which included around eleven books for 

children. Harvey Darton describes Sullivan as ‘a little bit of a Rousseauist and more than a 

 
23 Ibid.  
24 Ibid. p.335. 
25 As noted by scholars, animal cruelty was a popular motif of children’s literature of this period which depict 
boys engaging in a variety of cruel acts from stealing eggs to beating dogs. See Chapter 6. 
26 Whilst different punishments between the two sexes might generally be anticipated, the shared transgression 
provides the opportunity for a more accurate comparative analysis. 
27 Oxford Dictionary of National biography and similar details are noted on the Hockliffe Project website.  
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little of a social satirist’.28 However, when considering the representations of punishment in 

Sullivan’s works  

of the Hockliffe Collection, it is difficult to consider the tone as satirical.29 The Young Liar! 

(1817) features a violent scene in which a boy is severely beaten by his teacher and peers for 

lying.30 Whilst representations of boys being flogged is not an unusual form of punishment in 

nineteenth-century children’s books, Sullivan creates a particularly emotive scene that seeks to 

accentuate and justify the violence.31 

 

Returning to Portraits from Life, Charles and Charlotte are orphans who, according to their 

uncle, were not sufficiently disciplined by their now-deceased parents.32 Following a chance 

encounter, the siblings are sent to reside with Mr S., the uncle’s former teacher, to be educated. 

The scene in question begins when a robin enters the nursery, and the children are given clear 

instructions to leave the window open and to allow the bird the opportunity to escape.33 

However, once alone, the children close the window trapping the bird inside. The pair then 

compete to catch the frightened creature and the ensuing struggle results in the bird’s 

unfortunate death. The scene follows the familiar literary motif of prohibition - transgression - 

punishment which has been noted by scholars. The children are subsequently subjected to the 

anger of Mr S. who sets about determining suitable punishments. What is significant is that 

despite their equal roles in the melee, the children are separated and punished differently. 

 
28 Harvey Darton, p.212. Also see the introduction to Sullivan under his various titles held within the Hockliffe 
Collection on the Hockliffe Project website.  
29 There are nine texts written by William Francis Sullivan within the Hockliffe Collection. 
30 W.F. Sullivan, The Young Liar!: A Tale of Truth and Caution; for the benefit of the rising generation. 
(London: Dean and Munday, 1817).  
31 This particular scene is discussed in further detail in Chapter 3, section 2 [p.151]. 
32 The prominent “spare the rod, spoil the child” motif is discussed in further detail in Chapter 3 of this thesis. 
33 The choice of the robin is significant as it carries allusions to religious teachings and other stories such as 
‘The Babes in the Wood’ where the bird is depicted as a helper and friend of the vulnerable. 
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Charles is locked in a cupboard where he will remain until he has learned a chapter from the 

Bible.34  A very distressed Charlotte is brought before Mr S. who launches the following tirade: 

 
 
 
“Oh! I am shocked. Let me see; this cannot be the girl, the pretty gentle Charlotte! […] 
Oh! No; this is some young imposter who is dressed like her; some blubbering, 
stubborn, saucy, vulgar, puss, who would impose on our good nature and 
understanding; take and strip her of these borrowed clothes; and send her to the parish; 
fittest place for such a rude, vulgar, illiterate, and obstinate young profligate; strip her 
immediately, I say”.35  
 

 
Charlotte’s conduct brings her identity into question and it is interesting that her punishment is 

framed in sexualised terms. While she had previously been considered “pretty and gentle” her 

actions have reduced her to a “saucy, vulgar, puss”.36 In her discussion of the construction of 

girlhood during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, Lynne Vallone suggests that a main 

ideological message being communicated to girls is that ‘happiness and virtue lie within her 

self-control’.37 Charlotte’s clothing was dependent upon her former virtuous identity, but  her 

loss of control and new identity is not worthy of such fine garments, and so she should be 

stripped. The offence does not bring Charles’ identity into question possibly, in part, because 

a boy’s involvement in the act of animal cruelty is less surprising.38 As a girl, Charlotte has 

committed a more significant offence that breaches social norms associated with ‘gentle’ 

femininity.   

 

 
34 When Mr S. returns to check on Charles he finds that rather than learning the Bible he is torturing a spider, for 
which he is struck.  
35 W.F. Sullivan Portraits from Life; or, The History of Charles and Charlotte (London: Dean and Munday, 
1817), p.17.  
36 Ibid. 
37 Lynne Vallone Disciplines of Virtue: Girls Culture in the Eighteenth and Nineteenth Centuries (London: Yale 
University Press, 1995), p.5. 
38 The animal cruelty motif is discussed in further detail in the introduction to Chapter 6. Acts of animal abuse 
tend to be committed by boys, and acts of animal neglect i.e. pet neglect tend to be at the hands of girls. 
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Charlotte’s clothes are “borrowed” and their retention is subject to her compliance with specific 

rules of conduct. If she fails then she will be ejected from the house and sent to reside in the 

parish which Mr S. perceives befitting of a girl who is “vulgar, illiterate, and obstinate” a 

damning view of those living in poverty.39 Charles’ punishment is confinement in the house 

and domestic sphere, and Charlotte’s punishment is potential expulsion. If she is to stay, then 

she must appease her punisher: ‘“Oh! Don’t, don’t you, pray, strip me; I am indeed 

Charlotte”’.40 It appears that Charlotte’s feminine identity is more dependent on sartorial codes 

than is true of masculine identity. This could be explained by the way female bodies are 

inherently associated with sexuality and need to remain covered. Charles, by contrast, could be 

stripped to the waist with impunity.  

 

Sullivan’s construction of punishments is effective as his writing suspends the reader who plays 

witness to a scene of protracted suffering. Charlotte’s palpable desperation pacifies Mr S. who 

allows her to remain clothed. Sullivan creates a scene which successfully conveys Charlotte’s 

complete lack of agency; even warmth and shelter are not to be taken for granted, although it 

is unlikely that the author intended to evoke any feelings of sympathy or compassion towards 

her plight.  

 

The idea of stripping and sending girls to the parish is contextualised by an understanding of 

the significant social power attached to clothing during this period. Vivienne Richmond 

examines how the poor acquired clothing during the nineteenth century in Great Britain, 

showing that despite their hard-working lives many people could not afford even the most basic 

 
39 There is also the threat of being rejected into the parish. The relationship between punishment and demotion 
to a lower social class will be explored in further detail in the following chapter. 
40 Ibid. p.17. 
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provision of clothing and were utterly dependent upon charity.41 The 1601 Poor Law Act had 

made each parish responsible for clothing their poor and communities were judged on how 

well they were dressed.42  Later in the nineteenth century, clothing was also supplied by penny 

clothing societies who offered garments that met pre-determined criteria of what was 

considered suitable, prioritising utilitarian garments and ‘the prohibition of finery’.43 Here we 

find an entire demographic of people, most of whom were in full-time employment, being 

dressed by those possessing higher social power. Mr S.’s threat to strip Charlotte of her 

“borrowed” clothing and cast her out into the parish is likely to have been a familiar enough 

concept to be understood by readers of the time. Children’s literature of this period tends to 

prioritise the experiences of middle-class children and are relatable to their middle-class 

readership.44 This specific punishment tells those readers that their place in their home and 

class is subject to their obedience, indicating that class boundaries are more permeable than 

they might appear. 

 

Foucault encourages the interrogation of services and practices which might, on the one hand, 

appear innocuous and kind but, on the other hand, might inadvertently promote issues such as 

social inequality.45 As demonstrated, social solutions to the clothing of the poor are complex 

and problematic. In The Little Sunday-School Child’s Reward (1824) Mary Martha Sherwood 

engages with this topic in her story of young Sally who is dressed in rags: ‘her face and hands 

 
41 It is reminiscent of families today who work and yet need to source food from charitable foodbanks. People 
were working full time but, after other costs, could not afford clothing. 
42 This was undoubtedly intended to motivate parishes to care about their poor members but risks being 
condescending and divisive. 
43 Vivienne Richmond, ‘“Indiscriminate liberality subverts the Morals and depraves the habits of the Poor”: A 
Contribution to the Debate on the Poor Law, Parish Clothing Relief and Clothing Societies in Early Nineteenth-
Century England’, Textile History, 40 (2009). Available at: Goldsmiths Research Online, eprints.gold.ac.uk.  
p.4. [Accessed January 18th 2018]. 
44 The subject of social class will be discussed further in the following chapter. 
45 For example, the charity providing clothing, that they deem appropriate to the working poor results in a uniform 
of sorts which aesthetically divides people in terms of their class. A Foucauldian approach raises questions about 
why they felt it was important to add criteria and not allow free choice and individuality. 
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were dirty, and she had neither shoes nor stockings’.46 One day she meets a nameless ‘lady 

who feared God’ who asks the child about her unkempt appearance and why she does not attend 

church.47 Sally explains that she has no clean clothes for church and that her “mammy” does 

not have time to wash her. It later transpires that Sally is an orphan and that the woman whom 

she calls mammy ‘was not very kind to her’.48 Keen to attend church, on the following Sunday 

Sally washes her face and hands, combs her hair and waits for the lady who again questions 

why she is not wearing a frock. The girl explains that she does not own a frock and asks, ‘will 

you not let me go to school in these old clothes?’49 The lady reflects upon the teachings of the 

Bible and takes the child into the Sunday School, where she diligently spends the next year 

learning to read and write. Sally’s efforts are rewarded with ‘a brown stuff gown […] a white 

apron, and a brown bonnet and tippet, like all the other children’.50 The modern reader might 

anticipate that the lady will adopt the orphan, but Sally’s successes result in her being employed 

as the woman’s servant. Avery suggests that ‘ambition was greatly discouraged by Sunday 

schools’ who favoured a modest and steady approach to learning rather than competition and 

prizes.51 This view might offer some explanation for Sally’s rather mundane reward. The story 

acknowledges that clothing and poverty can act as barriers to education and social progression. 

It also suggests that the poor must help themselves by cleaning up their appearance, attending 

church and being industrious in their efforts. However, the social division between the two 

parties is not transgressed.  

 

Clothing of those of the lower classes could be conditional on employment, with the garments 

remaining the property of the employer. This extended to the workhouses which took in the 

 
46 Ibid. p.5. 
47 Ibid. 
48 Ibid. p.7. 
49 Ibid. p.11. 
50 Ibid. p.13. 
51 Avery, Heroes and Heroines, p.84. 
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more destitute in society. Richmond highlights a tragic case in which a young woman and her 

one-month old infant were ‘stripped of their union clothes’ upon leaving and how, out of sheer 

desperation, the mother subsequently drowned her baby.52 The Coroner expressed his dismay 

that ‘the deceased infant should have been stripped of her clothing and suffered to leave the 

workhouse in a state of nakedness, with its utterly destitute mother unable to shelter it from the 

inclemency of the weather’ and went on to list other recent examples.53 Such significance was 

attached to clothing that people were stripped of them in the most non-compassionate way. 

However, the reaction of the coroner does indicate that such cruelty was becoming socially 

unacceptable.  

 

It is unclear what garments, if any, Charlotte would have been left wearing had she been 

stripped and sent to the parish but nudity or near-nudity was a realistic threat.54 The subject of 

the rights and appropriateness of “finery” was also being mooted at the time; Richmond argues 

that clothing assigned to the poor was restricted in terms of quality, denying workers ‘any smart 

articles or dress, or finery of any kind’, such items being associated with ‘inappropriate 

aspiration’55 as the poor should appear as ‘emblems of thrift, piety and industry’.56 This socio-

political background contextualises Charlotte’s punishment demonstrating the value of her 

clothing and the precarious line between her middle-class life and that of the parish poor.  

 

Some scholarly attention has been paid to this motif by historians concerned with Samuel Pepys 

and his famous diary. In entries written on Thursday 20th and Friday 21st August 1663, Pepys 

 
52 Richmond, p.8. 
53 Ibid. p.8. This case occurred in Wiltshire and attracted negative press coverage for the Trust concerned.  
54 Nudity was a motivating factor in providing clothing for the poor and religious groups were particularly 
concerned about exposed flesh and temptation, and this extended to disapproval of workers removing items of 
clothing when too hot etc. 
55 Ibid. p.9. 
56 Ibid. p.13. However, commercial enterprises began subverting the restrictions and altered their business 
models extending payment to those on low incomes so that they could afford decorative items. 
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describes a dispute with a servant girl, Jinny, whom he had considered ‘a good likely girl and 

parish-child of St Bride’s, of honest parentage and recommended by the church warden’.57  

However, having been deloused and dressed by Pepys’ wife, the young girl ran away. She was 

found and returned by ‘a beadle of St Bride’s parish’ and subsequently ‘stripped and sent 

away’.58 In the diary entry of the following day, Pepys describes how he told his brother ‘how 

the girl served us’ and directed them to ‘get my clothes again, and get the girl whipped’. Hindle 

argues that for servant girls like Jinny the ‘parish apprenticeship was little more than an endless 

sequence of revolving doors’ and therefore presumably revolving sets of clothing.59 This 

episode highlights how, during earlier periods, the owner of the garments had the right to strip 

the wearer who appears to have no claims or agency over the exposure of their body.  

 

The idea that fine clothing must be continually earned can be found in another story, ‘Mary 

with the Fool’s Cap’ written by Lucy Watkins which features in The History and Adventures 

of Little James and Mary (1813).60 The narrator sneeringly invites the reader to look at ‘the 

little dunce: how beautiful she is dressed, her frock is of the finest muslin, her shoes red 

Moroccan, and her clasps silver; but if she had diamonds on, she would disgrace them’ (see 

Fig 4:1).61 The dunce cap is just the beginning of Mary’s punishment as she has proved herself 

unworthy of such finery.62  The narrator explains:  

in disgrace, she is sent to the village school, her fine clothes is [sic] taken off, and 
mamma fondly hopes the humble dress of a poor parish school girl will teach her 
industry. With swimming eyes, Mary viewed the mean clothes, and sobbed to think she 
must wear such.63  

 
57 Steve Hindle, On the Parish?: The Micro-Politics of Poor Relief in Rural England c. 1550-1750 (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2004), p.221. 
58 Ibid. 
59 Ibid. There are several stories within the Hockliffe Collection that present a positive view of apprenticeship 
schemes but these are invariably aimed towards boys.  
60 L. Watkins, ‘Mary with the Fools Cap’ in The History and Adventures of Little James and Mary (London: 
Dean and Munday, 1813). Lucy Watkins is somewhat of an enigma but the British Library catalogue suggests 
she wrote at least seven children’s books in the early nineteenth century.  
61 Ibid. p.19. 
62 Dunce caps were used as a means of shaming a child who was considered behind in their learning.  
63 Ibid. p.20. 
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Mary is not subjected to the same level of criticism as Charlotte, and her mother is motivated 

by fondness as she denies her daughter her usual clothing and dresses her in ‘mean clothes’ 

that demote her to a poor child of the parish. The punishment is intended to correct Mary’s 

attitude towards her education so she might return to her former life. Of course, the parish 

children will not experience such relief and will remain in ‘mean’ clothes. The problematic 

relationship between punishment and temporary class demotion will be discussed in further 

detail in the following chapter.  

 

 
Fig 4:1 Mary 

 

Testing Patience: Stripping Back Wives 

The story of Griselda features the representation of a loyal and obedient wife who is subjected 

to a variety of long-term trials intended to test her subservience to her husband. The trials are 

emotionally abusive and include a scene in which Griselda is stripped and sent back to her 

village as part of a complex rags-to-riches-to-rags-to-riches plot. The story is believed to have 

been originally written by Giovanni Boccaccio as part of his fourteenth-century volume, The 



 196 

Decameron.64 Charles Perrault re-told the tale in the seventeenth century which offers some 

explanation for its inclusion in Tabart’s Collection of Popular Stories for the Nursery (1812) 

which claims to be ‘newly translated and revised from the French, Italian, and Old English’.65 

The original tale would have most likely been intended for adults, but here we find the story 

being marketed towards the child reader. The story is traditional and historical and was 

rewritten by Perrault, which is in keeping with other texts within the Hockliffe Collection. 

 

The story presents a Marquis, who is reluctant to marry but finally settles on the poor but 

beautiful village girl, Griselda. He marries her on the condition that she is ‘to obey him in all 

things and to be uncomplaining no matter what he does’.66 Despite her complicit obedience 

throughout, her promise is repeatedly tested. Griselda has two children who are taken away by 

an intimidating man acting on the instructions of her husband, who implies that the children 

will be killed. He ‘snatched the little girl out of the cradle and made a face as if he were going 

to kill it in a moment’. Griselda’s only request is that the child should be buried ‘in a coffin 

and a grave, and do not let the birds or beasts tear into pieces’.67  Griselda, resigned to the death 

of her children, remains obedient.   

 

However, after fourteen years of marriage, the Marquis informs Griselda that he no longer 

wishes to be married to her and ejects her from her home. He tests her further, instructing her 

to return so she might assist with the organisation of his wedding to his new bride. She agrees 

 
64 Giovanni Boccaccio, The Decameron. translated by Wayne A. Rebhorn (London and New York: W.W. 
Norton & Company, 2013). 
65 ‘Griselda’ in Tabart’s Collection of Popular Stories for the Nursery (London: Tabart & Co, 1812), title page.  
66 ‘Griselda’, p.83. 
67 Ibid. p.101. Griselda’s fear of birds and beasts destroying the bodies of her dead children contrasts with the 
popular tale of ‘Children in the Wood’ that depicts two dead children being cared for by robins. The latter is more 
consistent with the more romanticised view of birds that emerged in the nineteenth century. The Hockliffe 
Collection holds an interesting retelling of this story which alters the ending so that both children are saved. See 
‘The Children in the Wood’ in Tabart’s Popular Stories, and Perfidy Detected! Or, The Children in the Wood 
Restored (Banbury: J.G. Rusher, nd). 
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and the plot twists to reveal that the approaching bride is not a new wife but their daughter, 

accompanied by their son, as the two children were not killed but raised elsewhere. Griselda is 

reunited with her children and exclaims: “your woeful mother steadfastly believed that the dogs 

had eaten you, or that the birds of the air had torn you to pieces: what a good and tender father 

is yours”.68 She has passed all of her trials and secures her status and family. 

 

The story is undoubtedly challenging to contemporary readers, but within earlier periods, 

Griselda is presented as an ideal. Nanxia Qian notes that an early seventeenth-century version 

carried the following extended title: 

 
The Ancient, True and Admirable History of Patient Griselda, a poor man’s daughter 
in France: shewing how maids, by her example, in their good Behaviour may marry 
rich husbands: and likewise wives by the patience and obedience may gain much 
glory.69 

 

Griselda’s patience and ‘good behaviour’ allowed a poor girl to marry a rich man, gain glory 

and, as such, she becomes a positive role model. The story is part of the rags to riches tradition 

where clothing is used to denote the shifting and evolving status of the heroine. Just as Griselda 

is rewarded with finery upon her marriage, her reversal sees her stripped. Qian notes how her 

rich husband removed her clothing and ‘sent her home literally with nothing’.70 She is unjustly 

punished and stripped of her finery and sent back to her parish. This trial tests her attachment 

to the material dress that came with her high-status marriage.  

 

 
68 Ibid. p.111. 
69 Manxia Qian, ‘“Borrowing Foreign Mirrors and Candles to Illuminate Chinese Civilization”: Xue Shaohui’s 
Moral Vision in the Biographies of Foreign Women’, in Grace S. Fong, Nanxiu Qian, and Harriet T. Zurndorfer 
(editors), Beyond Tradition and Modernity: Gender, Genre, and Cosmopolitanism in Late Qing China (Leiden 
and Boston: Brill, 2004), p.84. 
70 Ibid. p.83. 
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However, when Geoffrey Chaucer selected the story of Griselda for ‘The Clerk’s Tale’ he took 

a more critical look at the behaviour of the husband. Lesley Coote suggests that Chaucer 

assigned this story to a speaker who would ‘develop pathos’ and in doing so, he was 

‘encouraging his audience to respond emotionally to the heroine’s suffering’.71 Coote argues 

that while the theme of trial can be positive in literature, Chaucer highlights ‘problems inherent 

in the subject matter’ as Griselda had already proved her obedience and loyalty and so there is 

no justification for further suffering. Coote concludes that the tale ‘reveals the power of men 

and the powerlessness of women and children’ and suspects that Chaucer is intentionally 

showing the Marquis as tyrannical and like Visconti, of whom the author had personal 

experience.72 

 

However, Morse argues that Chaucer interpreted Griselda for a late Medieval audience and 

located her within ‘the context of ordinary human marriage and antifeminist debate: the 

Renaissance takes up Griselda as the type of an ideal wife’. She notes how later periods would 

continue to interpret Griselda’s type differently ranging from a positive example to oppose 

female vanity in the eighteenth century, through to pathetic heroine.73 Griselda’s trials can 

highlight the domestic oppression of a female ideal and/or the triumphs of the female ideal 

depending on the ideological positioning of the text by the author and reader. 

 

 
71 Lesley A. Coote (ed.), Geoffrey Chaucer: The Canterbury Tales (Hertfordshire. Wordsworth Editions, 
2002), p.271. Available at: books.google.co.uk [Accessed: January 25th 2018].   
72 Ibid. p.271 
73 Charlotte C. Morse ‘Critical Approaches to the Clerk’s Tale’ in Chaucer’s Religious Tales ed. by C.D. 
Benson, C.D. and E. Robertson (Suffolk: D.S. Brewer, 1990), pp. 71-84 (p.79). Available at: 
https://books.google.co.uk/books [Accessed: January 25th 2018]. 
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The stripping scene is significant, and in Coote’s discussion of Chaucer’s version, clothing is 

altered in accordance with the heroine’s fluctuating social status.74 Laura Fulkerson Hodges 

argues that not only is Griselda stripped of the finery associated with her marriage, she is forced 

to re-dress in pre-marital ‘olde geere’ which has since degraded and become torn to ‘signify 

her poverty and her loss of social and marital status’.75 She suggests that Chaucer’s audience 

would have identified that Griselda ‘brought no dowry of a financial nature’ to the marriage 

and that the use of clothing ‘emphasizes the differences in original social status between Walter 

and Griselda’.76 Therefore the audience may have been more resigned to her loss, recognising 

her as a person positioned in a class and environment to which she did not belong.  

 

There are clear intertextual allusions between Griselda and Cinderella that make Cinderella’s 

marriage to the prince seem less certain. Marilyn Pemberton discusses Perrault’s version of the 

tale and argues that Griselda’s ‘passive acceptance and constancy in the face of her husband’s 

outrageous cruelty’ groups her with other heroines including Snow White, Cinderella and the 

Angel of the House Ideal.77 All of these female characters survive abusive relationships through 

compliance and obedience and emerge transcendent. Rebecca Do Rozario explores the 

relationship between power, clothing and identity arguing that at the moment Cinderella’s 

stepmother ‘reduces her to rags, her public identity vanishes’ and with her identity stripped it 

becomes ‘impossible for her to appear and claim her rightful status’.78 This impossibility can 

 
74 Coote (2002), also Alfred Thomas, Reading Women in Late Medieval Europe: Anne of Bohemia and 
Chaucer’s Female Audience (New York and Hampshire: Palgrave Macmillan, 2016), p.180. Available at: 
books.google.co.uk [Accessed: January 25th 2018].  
75 Laura Fulkerson Hodges, Chaucer and Clothing: Clerical and Academic Costume in the General Prologue to 
the Canterbury Tales (Cambridge: D.S. Brewer, 2005), p.180. 
76 Ibid. p.102. 
77 Marilyn Pemberton, Out of the Shadows: The Life and Works of Mary De Morgan (Cambridge: Cambridge 
Scholars Publishing, 2013), p.84. The ‘Angel of the House’ reference is to the poem written by Coventry Patmore 
in 1854 that promoted a specific feminine ideal. 
78 Rebecca C. Do Rozario, Fashion in the Fairy Tale Tradition: What Cinderella Wore (Australia: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2018), p.4. This ties into the idea that servants were socially invisible to their superiors. 
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only be overcome when she is presented with the opportunity to wear the right clothing in order 

to attract the attention of the man who can re-dress her.79 Do Rozario argues that, historically, 

dresses have enabled women to ‘restore and improve their fortunes and status’ and as such the 

dress becomes ‘an object of female empowerment’ on the basis that it is bestowed by a ‘female 

benefactor beyond patriarchal control’.80 Within this context, stories which feature the threat 

of reversal undermine the idea of female empowerment by re-establishing patriarchal 

boundaries. 

 

There is an interesting play with the idea of trialling and stripping wives in Henry Morley’s 

‘The Toad’s Wife’ which has received no scholarly attention to date.81 The husband, Rospo, is 

‘an ambitious nobleman, who had a jewel of a wife. What poets feign that their loves have, she 

really had, her eyes were diamonds, her teeth were pearls, her hair was of the purest gold. She 

was a wife much valued by her husband’.82 Morley thus sets the satirical tone of a tale that 

critiques a husband who literally strips his wife of her assets. Rospo’s ambitions to become a 

sultan result in his asking his loyal wife for various parts of her face, piece by piece. It begins 

with her golden hair, followed by her pearl teeth, and then he takes one of her diamond eyes. 

When he asks for the remaining eye, the wife asks “I am now bald, toothless and one-eyed. 

Will you bear with me and guide me when I am left altogether blind!” to which her husband 

retorts ‘“[a]n Eastern wife, […] is never seen of men, and has nothing to see except her 

husband” and warns her that without her remaining eye “I shall be ruined”.83 So the obedient 

wife allows her husband to strip her of all she has, and he never returns. The narrator asks ‘Why 

 
79 The shifting class status of Cinderella will be explored further in the following chapter.  
80 Ibid. p.5. 
81 Morley’s tale is also discussed in Chapter 6 which compares this tale with others that feature representations 
of punitive metamorphosis. 
82 Henry Morley, ‘The Toad’s Wife’ in Fairy Tales by Henry Morley (London: Cassell, 1867), p.152. This tale 
is also discussed in Chapter 6 which explores representations of punitive metamorphosis. 
83 Ibid. p.154. 
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should he? How could she help him when she could not help herself?’84 Morley is challenging 

the idea of the submissive heroine and indicates that she should retain something of herself if 

she is to keep him but without questioning whether such a husband is worth retaining. 

 

The plight of the wife comes to the attention of Oberon and Titania who punish the husband 

by turning him into a toad and embedding a jewel inside his head so he ‘shall be heavy with it; 

he shall never be without a headache until Oberon is dead’.85 Much like the fairy godmother in 

‘Cinderella’, Titania transforms the wife making her even more precious with ‘eyes of starlight, 

hair of plaited sunbeams, and teeth through which she could lisp a magic language’.86 She is 

invited to join the fairies but instead chooses to stay with her husband as ‘there is not a more 

humbled and harmless, or a more home-keeping creature upon earth than the toad’.87 The 

husband is punished and the wife is restored to her splendour. However, even amidst this 

critique, she remains obedient and committed to the sanctity of marriage. 

 

Punishment, Clothing and Female Flaws 

The final texts from this particular corpus explore how clothing-related punishments engage 

with debates surrounding the aesthetics of fashion and its association with female flaws such 

as vanity and curiosity. While stories about Cinderella and Griselda promote the idea of 

elevated status and its associated finery, other stories reject such aspirations. In Thoughts on 

the Education of Daughters (1787) Mary Wollstonecraft engages in a discussion of ‘Dress’ 

arguing that ‘the body hides the mind, and it is by turn, obscured by the drapery. I hate to see 

the frame of a picture so glaring, as to catch the eye and divide the attention. Dress ought to 

 
84 Ibid.  
85  Morley, p.155.  
86 Ibid.  
87 Ibid. 
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adorn the person and not rival it’.88 Wollstonecraft was, in part, writing in response to the 

conduct manual The Young Lady’s Pocket Library written by Dr Gregory, in which he suggests 

that appearance is particularly important to the successes of young women who should pay 

particular attention to their clothing. Gregory emphasises the power of clothing to ‘conceal any 

blemishes’ and enhance beauty. The guide warns that women should be prepared and well-

presented at all times or ‘vanity, levity, slovenliness, folly, appear through it’.89 

Wollstonecraft’s response challenges the idea that women should be measured by such 

superficial elements rather than their minds. Maria Falco discusses how Wollstonecraft 

highlighted that aristocratic men are also interested in their dress but not reduced to it.90 Kirstin 

Hanley acknowledges that Wollstonecraft’s view ‘would not raise the eyebrow of a strict 

moralist’ but counters that she was addressing a particular group of women encouraging them 

to ‘rely on their minds instead’ of their aesthetic appearance.91 Wollstonecraft’s position is not 

far removed from that of Sarah Trimmer who also promoted a more humble approach to dress, 

but was motivated by the desire to reduce materialism rather than the promotion of intellect. 

Trimmer argues that ‘our sex’ should engage in charitable work and observe the life of the poor 

which would ‘moderate that inordinate love of dress’.92 Both writers associate a love of fashion 

with a frivolous and superficial disposition that is inconsistent with being either modest and 

charitable, or educated.   

 

 
88 M. Wollstonecraft, Thoughts on the Education of Daughters: With Reflections on Female Conduct, in the 
more Important Duties of Life (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2014), p.35-36. Wollstonecraft 
originally published this pamphlet in 1787. 
89 T. Gregory, The Young Lady’s Pocket Library, or Parental Monitor (Edinburgh: J & J. Fairbrairn and A. 
Guthrie, 1793), p.20. 
90 Maria, J. Falco, Feminist Interpretations of Mary Wollstonecraft (Pennsylvania: Pennsylvania State 
University Press, 1996), p.74. 
91 Kirstin Hanley, Mary Wollstonecraft, Pedagogy, and the Practice of Feminism (Oxon and New York: 
Routledge, 2013), np. 
92 S. Trimmer cited in Hanley (2013). np. 
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When considering the line between Cinderella in her moment of aesthetic transformation 

against the material desires of her stepsisters, we find a division that is based on deservedness. 

Traditionally there is little sympathy for the girl who has fine clothes and is also conceited. The 

story of Little Matilda and her Fine Clothes (1816) depicts such a girl in a context that is 

arguably more identifiable to young readers. Having been content to wear ‘a plain white frock 

til she was eight years old’, Matilda’s aspirations are altered by the company of those who 

‘were already dressed like great ladies’ and awoke in her ‘the first vain notions’. Matilda’s new 

clothing ‘charmed the eye’ but is excessive and soon attracts criticism from her peers.93 Having 

paraded before them like a ‘peacock,’ her friends grow resentful suspecting that it was her 

intention ‘to vex them only with the sight of her fine clothes, and they resolved to mortify her 

in their turn’.94 Matilda’s day goes from bad to worse as her friends punish her with activities 

she cannot enjoy because of her impractical attire. By the end of the story, Matilda is happy to 

return to ‘the dress of childhood, [and] came again into full possession of her liberty and 

seemed as modest and as charming as she had ever been’.95 This story is loaded with 

judgements about how girls should and should not dress and subverts the rags-to-riches motif.96  

 

In ‘The Danger of Listening at Doors, or the Curious Girl Cured’, featured in Sketches of 

Juvenile Characters (1820), we find a female character whose dress is removed as part of a 

range of punishments intended to correct her curious nature.  There is a long and established 

historical tradition of female characters who unleash a torrent of unwanted activity on account 

 
93 Ibid. p.8. 
94 Ibid. p.11 ‘Mortification’ is a concept usually associated with the aesthetic tradition within the Church and 
connects more to the soul than the body, to the moral rather than the material. 
95 Little Matilda and her Fine Clothes. (London: Whitrow & Co., 1816),  p.5. 
96 A similar sentiment is expressed in The Folly of Pride; Exemplified in the Story of Theresa Newman (London: 
James Wallis, c.1812), p.2, which describes how ‘the haughty pride of Theresa was insupportable and made her 
justly odious to all who were acquainted with her. She regarded nothing but fine clothes, elegant equipages, and 
a numerous retinue; and whoever possessed these, she thought required nothing more’. Criticism of such vanity 
is a popular theme and justification for punishment in stories of this period. 
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of their curiosity. Laura Tosi and Peter Hunt argue that this female flaw is ‘a capital sin in 

folktales’97 Tatar traces the representations through time including Adam and Eve and the myth 

of Prometheus which have ‘functioned as compass roses for our culture, helping us to navigate 

reality, define our values, and reflect on the value of intellectual inquiry. And yet these stories 

are also powerfully symptomatic of gender asymmetries’ as, while men’s acquisition of 

knowledge is beneficial, the curiosity of women brings suffering to the world.98 This 

asymmetry is particularly perplexing in ‘Blue Beard’. As Shuli Barzilai asserts, ‘it is the 

inquisitive wife, not the homicidal husband, who is commonly perceived as the offender. Her 

behaviour, not his, is stigmatised as deviant’ despite her curiosity saving her own life.99  

 

The tale of Emma’s curiosity is a lighter child-friendly critique, set within the domestic and 

with minor consequences, but the conditioning remains the same. The girl ‘possessed a number 

of good qualities that caused her to be admired and beloved; but these brilliant traits were 

obscured by an insatiable curiosity’.100 Determined to ‘punish her in such a manner that she 

would not forget it’, her brother traps the girl’s dress in a door and she is forced to run past the 

gardener in a state of undress (see Fig 4:2).101 Had her behaviour been less inquisitive, she 

would have remained clothed and spared her humiliation. These stories seem to justify keeping 

girls in a state of ignorance and dependent upon more knowing male siblings.102 Emma vows 

 
97 Laura Tosi and Peter Hunt, The Fabulous Journeys of Alice and Pinocchio: Exploring their Parallel Worlds 
(North Carolina: McFarland & Co, 2018), p.72. 
98 Maria Tatar, Secrets Behind the Door: The Story of Bluebeard and his Wives (Princeton and Oxford: 
Princeton University Press, 2004), p.2.  
99 Shuli Barzilai, Tales of Bluebeard and his Wives from Late Antiquity to Postmodern Times (New York: 
Routledge, 2013), p.7. Zipes, when considering tales which depict serial killer type characters, suggests that 
warnings against female curiosity might indicate might be intended to ‘alert’ women to the dangers as ‘they 
might endanger themselves if they were too curious’. Jack Zipes, The Irresistible Fairy Tale: The Cultural and 
Social History of a Genre (Princeton and Oxford: Princeton University Press, 2012), p.53. Little Red Riding 
Hood can be read in a similar way. 
100 Sketches of Juvenile Characters, p. 7. 
101Ibid. p.16-17. 
102 Her final humiliation comes when the mother arranges for ‘CURIOSITY INCURABLE’ to be written above 
a keyhole which becomes imprinted onto Emma’s forehead, much to the amusement of the family’s and their 
attending guests. Ibid. p.21.  
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to ‘never again listen to anything that did not concern her, or endeavour to gain a sight of 

actions she had no business with’ and thanks her brothers for her lesson.103  

 

 
 

Fig 4:2 
 

Through tracing literary motifs across a significant number of books, this research identifies 

and explores how different representations engage with a shared idea. Textual moments that 

might appear isolated gain significance when repeated – an ideological narrative emerges. The 

punishment of stripping women is antithetical to the rags-to-riches motif and reminds the 

reader of the precarious nature of female power which depletes unless continually earned. 

These stories seem to be about keeping girls in their implicitly subordinate place in society, 

hence the need to police gendered boundaries of knowledge. If female identity is both judged 

 
103 Ibid. p.25. 
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and measured in terms of dress then it too is borrowed and can be stripped away as easily as a 

dress. 
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Chapter 5 
 

Phantoms in the Minds of Children: Punishing Places in 

Nineteenth-Century Stories for Children   
 

As we have seen, the books of the Hockliffe Collection are mostly didactic and written to guide 

children through a range of scenarios designed to educate the child and contribute to their 

socialisation process. There is a consensus among scholars that the books were primarily 

produced for readers from the middle-classes and, consequently, they tend to create lives, 

characters, conflicts, and joys that are readily identifiable to that readership. This bias results 

in a collection of stories that construct human interactions and scenarios within a subjective 

class frame that holds a selective view of the world.1 Studying this nineteenth-century corpus 

provides insight into how the bourgeoisie wished to be seen and understood in the minds of 

their children. Their narrow focus creates tight parameters that tend towards excluding, or 

reducing, the significance of people who are not part of that class. If lower-class characters 

appear, it is in a minor role that does little to challenge the mainstay of ideas.  Other lived 

experiences tend to be placed outside of the main action and, on occasion, are further 

undermined by depictions that position them as undesirable and threatening.  Scholars have 

observed that within early children’s fiction, working-class people often appear as servants and 

criminals, which enforces and justifies the existence of a class barrier.2 This chapter will begin 

 
1 Bullen points out that “class” is associated with the rise of industrialisation and capitalism in the nineteenth 
century and it is, therefore, incorrect to use this term when discussing earlier systems of economic stratification. 
However, the term is used here in conjunction with tales that depict feudalism on the basis that the books are 
intended for a specific class of readers who identify their own class in these representations. See Elizabeth 
Bullen cited in Keywords for Children’s Literature, ed. by P. Nel and L. Paul (London and New York: New 
York University Press, 2011), pp. 48-51. 
2 See Bob Dixon, Catching Them Young 1: Sex, Race and Class in Children’s Fiction (London: Pluto Press, 
1977), p.48. Also see Angela E. Hubler , Little Red Readings: Historical Materialist Perspectives on Children’s 
Literature (Jackson: University of Mississippi Press, 2014) and Terry Eagleton (2013) Marxism and Literary 
Criticism, 2nd edn. (London and New York: Routledge, 2013), p.2. 
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by exploring the significance of post-Marxist theory in the study of children’s literature, 

following this by an analysis of how the representations of punishment interact with issues of 

social class with a particular focus on middle-class demotion. These stories explore middle-

class fears about lost wealth and power, but also provide reassurance about superiority and 

deservedness. Regardless of how far down the socio-economic ladder a character falls, they 

can always find their way back to their true class.   

 

Analysis of these texts reveals how the books perpetuate the myth that there is a correlation 

between wealth and deservedness. The examination of punishment inevitably draws on more 

negative aspects of class portrayal and many books are less reductive. However, the books of 

interest here tend to be of the more austere variety, explicit in their pedagogical agenda and 

unapologetic in the promotion of particular values. However, they are fictional and the child 

reader’s own experiences of real working-class people, both within and beyond the home, 

greatly enhance the potential for subversive readings. Nonetheless, the books combine to 

provide a skewed world view that suggests a correlation between morally superior people and 

a higher standard of living, an appealing fantasy for readers and one that continues through 

neo-Victorian texts to this day.3   

 

Marxism and Children’s Literature 

Class analysis of nineteenth-century texts inevitably draws on aspects of Marxist theory even 

though this has now fallen out of favour among many scholars who view it as inconsistent and 

totalising.4 Nonetheless, the Marxist critique of capitalist systems, and the argument that those 

 
3 Neo-Victorian texts tend to focus on either the lives of the rich with servants and so forth. or on the Victorian 
criminal and/or poor. These have become repeated stereotypes that we recognise as “Victorian” with little 
interrogation. 
4 Elizabeth Bullen argues that whilst Marxism is ‘economically determinist’ it does offer a model that explains 
how social inequalities operate and the range of potential outcomes in relation to potential rejection and 
resistance. See Bullen (2011). 
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who control the means of production control literature, ideas and culture remains significant. 

Carmen Martinez-Roldan argues that viewing literature through a Marxist lens ‘exposes the 

way oppressive ideologies […] foster economic hierarchy that grants enormous wealth and 

power to a relatively small number of people at the top of the socioeconomic ladder and 

prevents a large number of people from escaping poverty’.5 She is particularly interested in the 

influence of commodification on literature, and this corpus provides ample evidence of this 

process.6 The research findings show how those positioned at the top of the economic hierarchy 

are promoted and idealised through literature. The same living standards, ideas and scenes are 

repeated to such an extent that they combine to create a false reality in which the lives of the 

minority begin to appear as the dominant majority.  

 

Terry Eagleton suggests that ‘to understand an ideology, we must analyse the precise relations 

between different classes in a society; and to do that means grasping where those classes stand 

in relation to the mode of production’.7 During the nineteenth-century, it was the middle-

classes that held power in terms of production, which included the publication of books. 

However, as Martinez-Roldan cautions, there is always room for subversion from both writers 

and readers.8 To what extent the reader would be motivated to engage critically with texts that 

are generally supportive and cast them in a leading role, in terms of their social class, is 

unknown. The chapters of this thesis do demonstrate that many books also condemn and punish 

the middle-class child, which might encourage apathy and general resistance. The reader is 

presented with a range of stories that rarely fall outside of the same ideological umbrella and 

 
5 Carmen, M. Martinez-Roldan, ‘When Entertainment Trumps Social Concerns: The Commodification of 
Mexican Culture and Language in Skippyjon Jones’ in Critical Analysis of Children’s and Young Adult 
Literature: Reframing Perspective ed. by H. Johnson, J. Mathis, and K.G. Short (London and New York: 
Routledge, 2017), pp. 61-76.  
6 The collection was formed as a consequence of the booming book market of the nineteenth century. This is 
discussed further in Chapter 1, section 2. 
7 Eagleton, p.3 
8 Martinez-Roldan (2017). 
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do little to challenge class boundaries. The foregrounding of middle-class lives is not part of a 

class conspiracy to promote a specific socio-political agenda, but its repetition is significant.9 

 

All texts engage with ideology, as Charles Sarland argues: ‘ideology is not a separate concept 

“carried” by texts, but […] all texts are inevitably infused with ideologies’.10 However, these 

are not always congenial, and some ideological positions are damaging to other social groups. 

If we accept Foucault’s theory of power being everywhere, then it becomes essential to 

‘expos[e] the way it secretes itself in the fine textures of societies, and in how it manifests 

itself, unrecognised, in the operations of people’s lives’.11 Power and ideology are constructed, 

circulated and consumed through processes that are vehicles of repetition, providing systems 

that work together within shared parameters, capable of reinforcing false perceptions that are 

quite detached from reality.12 This practice might not begin as intentionally malignant, but 

neither is it benign. Sarland argues that whilst criticism within the Marxist tradition has 

contributed to the study of other genres of literature, recognising them ‘as a product of the 

particular historical and social formations that prevail at the time of production’, children’s 

texts ‘have not received such attention until comparatively recently’.13 The representations of 

punishment in children’s literature draw out particular ideological views that are specifically 

related to class ideologies of the nineteenth century. The stories are infused with ideas that cast 

 
9 See Williams (1977), Zipes (2002), Hubler (2014), Bob Dixon (1977) and others. 
10 Charles Sarland, ‘Critical Tradition and Ideological Positioning’ in Understanding Children’s Literature, 2nd 
edn. ed. by P. Hunt (London and New York: Routledge, 2005), pp. 30-49 (p.30).  
11 M. Olssen, ‘Foucault and Marxism: rewriting the theory of historical materialism’, Policy Futures in 
Education, 2 (2004). pp.454-482 (p.475). 
12 Bidet’s analysis argues that in Discipline and Punish Foucault’s approach was no longer concerned with class 
struggles but instead with the ‘relations of government’, and more interested in the influence of organisation and 
systems, than markets. How the construction of power-knowledge results in a form of domination, whereby 
class struggles are constructed by ‘great apparatuses’ that combine to create the ‘useful subject’. See Jacques 
Bidet, Foucault with Marx (London: Zed Books, 2016). Available at: https://books.google.co.uk. [Accessed: 
August 8th 2018]. 
13 Sarland, p.41. 
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impoverished people as inferior, dwelling in places that are dark, dirty, and oppressive.14 In 

moments of tension and financial crisis, middle-class characters occasionally find themselves 

demoted to such bleak places, but their breeding will shine through, and their experience of life 

below will be temporary. 

 
Within Marxist theory, ideology is formed as a consequence of the material systems associated 

with the means of production that are owned by the ruling classes. Marx and Engels’ The 

German Ideology (1853) has received criticism for being inconsistent, but to consider how and 

why texts convey specific ideas about the middle-classes, it remains pertinent.15 Tangible 

systems create the “phantoms in the mind”, as Eagleton argues: ‘the production of ideas, 

concepts, and consciousness is first of all directly interwoven with the material intercourse of 

man, the language of real life’.16 Marx presents society as a base with the forces and relations 

of production at the bottom, and culture, political structures, and morality as a ‘superstructure’ 

at the top. There is a perception that the top is influencing the bottom, but Marx argues that it 

is the reverse and that the ‘superstructure’ is determined by the ‘base’.17 However, Marx has 

his critics and post-Marxist theory has expanded to incorporate the likes of humanism, 

individuality and the other specific issues including gender and race.18  John Cunningham 

Wood is critical of Marx’s model of the superstructure as it suggests that the individual can 

 
14 This perception was enhanced by so called “state of England” novels which highlighted the struggles of those 
in poverty whilst simultaneously presenting images of bleak degeneration that cast the working poor under a 
dark shadow. See T. Boone (2004) Youth of Darkest England: Working Class Children at the Heart of Victorian 
Empire. Routledge: London and New York. 
15 Karl Marx and Friederich Engels, The German Ideology (New York: International Publishers, 1970). 
16 Eagleton, p.2. 
17 To demonstrate, Marx uses the example of the mythological figure Cacus who stole cattle and dragged them 
backwards to create hoof prints that gave the impression that the cattle had travelled away from his cave, 
suggesting that the success of belief is dependent upon a false impression of reality. See Lennard, J. Davis, 
Resisting Novels: Ideology and Fiction (London and New York: Routledge, 2014). 
18 Goldstein argues that Toni Morrison and others found fault with traditional Marxist analysis on the grounds 
that it foregrounded the production of goods over the representation of the family and overlooks the specific 
class oppression of people of colour, instead favouring the relationship between class-struggle and the 
experiences of oppressed social groups. See Philip Goldstein, Post-Marxist Theory (New York: State University 
of New York Press, 2012), p.2.  Also see Olssen, p.477. 
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only express ideas when their primary needs are met, that ‘human individuals will be unfree 

and ruled by those who control property, unless their necessities are provided for. Not even 

their minds can be free to think up alternatives for themselves!’ which is too totalising and 

deterministic.19 We can see this influence at work in the putting together of the Hockliffe 

Collection, which is dominated by a singular class perspective while others are silent 

 

Class depictions are not necessarily representative of reality. As John Torrance argues, how 

people are imagined, thought of and conceived do not create the ‘men in the flesh’; the process 

begins with the man of flesh and ideology becomes ‘echoes of these life processes’.20  Within 

Marxist thought, everything begins in the base, and the subsequent ‘phantoms’ are ‘sublimates 

of their natural life processes’ and ‘bound to material premises’.21 Marx emphasises that ‘life 

is not determined by consciousness, but consciousness by life’.22 It is here that Marx falls prey 

to criticism as he is promoting the idea that “truths” are being created ‘by those in power and 

imposed on the majority to convince them about the correctness of the status quo’.23 However, 

as Davis argues, this highlights the insidious nature of capitalism, which depends upon 

‘mystification in order to survive’ unlike other systems which control through force.24  

 

The mystification aspect is significant as dominant ideologies can create a false sense of reality 

that is disorientating. As Bertell Ollman argues, ‘bourgeois ideology […] confuses people, or 

 
19 John Cunningham-Wood, Karl Marx Economics: Critical Assessments, Vol.7 (London and New York: 
Routledge, 1993), p.416. 
20 John Torrance, Karl Marx Theory of Ideas. 2nd edn. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008), p.19. 
Philip Kain suggests that Marx’s idea of “phantoms” are part of an argument that presents socio-economic 
conditions as ‘real’ and ‘metaphysical notions’ as phantoms in the minds of philosophers. See Philip, J. Kain, 
Marx’ Method, Epistemology, and Humanism: A Study in the Development of his Thought (Springer, 2012), 
p.35 
21 Ibid. 
22 Ibid.  
23 Davis, p.30. 
24 Ibid. p.30. Marx’s theory of the base and superstructure and ideology frequently comes under attack on the 
grounds of economic determinism. However, in his comparative analysis of Marx and Foucault, Olssen argues 
that Foucault incorporated all social practices, including information. See Olssen (2004). 
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makes them overly pessimistic and resigned, or makes it difficult for them to formulate 

criticism or imagine alternative systems’.25 However, Lennard Davis counters this view, 

arguing that classic Marxist theory depicts capitalism ‘as an infinitely wise and devious’ force 

that manipulates the working class into conforming. He argues that within this theory, ideology 

becomes ‘the spell cast by the omniscient, capitalist wizard’ becoming ‘totalizing and infinitely 

confounding’.26 It is problematic and disempowering to suggest that the majority of the 

population is so overwhelmed by capitalist ideology that they are rendered impotent. The 

ideology of the books studied here is predominantly bourgeois and ‘misleading’ but cannot 

silence all other ideologies.  

 

Some children’s literature scholars disregard “class” with the argument that children’s books 

are somehow excluded from the socio-political issues associated with this type of reading. As 

Bullen argues, there is a view that during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries stories for 

children were ‘didactic and utopian in sentiment […] to reflect a belief in the myth of childhood 

as lying outside of the injustices of the social order and the world of work’.27 Utopian fantasies 

somehow operate beyond issues relating to socio-economic status and any corresponding ideas 

and are rendered harmless and benign. Maria Nikolajeva considers the subject of work to be 

outside of the child’s experience arguing that any depictions of employed ‘labor tend to be 

transformed into “play”, “an evil,” or “distanc[ed] to the historical past”’.28 The children’s 

literature of this study has pedagogic intent and part of the socialising agenda is to prepare 

children for adulthood. Many examples feature a plot constructed around economic issues 

relating to the binaries of poverty and wealth. British children of the nineteenth century lived 

in a capitalist society and the texts guide the child into viewing social inequities and wealth 

 
25 Ollman cited in Davis, p.31. 
26 Davis,  p.31. 
27 See Bullen, p.49. 
28 Nikolajeva cited in Bullen, p.50. 
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distribution through a middle-class lens. Grenby argues that the moral tale taught children how 

to prosper, and ‘according to some readings, the moral tale was essentially an ideological 

weapon wielded by the bourgeoisie, used to endorse middle-class principles over both 

aristocratic and plebeian value systems’.29 These books were written, published, and most 

probably purchased by adults in the class identified by Marx as bourgeois who would have 

been likely to have perceived them as both entertaining and necessary. 

 

The title of this chapter is an intentional play on words; it incorporates Marx’s position on the 

influence of systems in the formation of ideology but also considers how those processes 

construct lower-class ‘phantoms’ in the minds of children, to foster an acceptance of the status 

quo. However, the ideas contained here focus on a specific set of texts and not their place in 

the minds of child readers who would have possessed their own schemas and experiences from 

which to interpret the ideas.  The interrogation of stories which convey a class bias that stokes 

social divisions remains an important issue, as does the significance of Marxism as a critical 

theory. Marx was writing in the middle of the nineteenth-century, and his observations about 

the power of capitalism remain relevant. However, there is no ‘capitalist wizard’ and, as later 

argued by Foucault, power circulates from a variety of places: the Hockliffe Collection 

provides evidence of this historical practice.   

 
The Lower Orders: Punishing Servants and Others 

Grenby suggests that historical children’s books tend to present an idealised middle-class 

subjectivity that is relatable to the intended readership forming a ‘naturalistic realism’ as 

writers ‘strive for an accurate representation of one segment of real life’.30 The books construct 

 
29 Matthew, O. Grenby, Children’s Literature, 2nd edn. (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2014), p.73. 
30 Ibid. p.70. Grenby argues that these books are quite unlike novels as they do not represent realistically the 
realism of the lower classes. 
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a relatable but fictional reality in which the reader might recognise aspects of their own life. 

Grenby suggests that it was ‘above all important that readers should be able to identify 

themselves in the characters they were reading about, their desires, their fears, and their 

errors’.31 This belief by the writers of early children’s literature may have been a false 

perception their part, as young readers are equally capable of enjoying stories featuring 

protagonists and scenarios with which they do not instantly identify. However, many of the 

texts within this corpus are primarily concerned with constructing this form of realism, but 

would the servants and other working-class people recognise their life? For that matter, would 

working-class readers recognise the depictions of middle-class lives?  

 

In order to promote the middle-classes as normative, these books tend to demote and undermine 

the lower classes. Analysing how working-class characters are assigned specific roles, Bob 

Dixon observes that they tend to range from ‘menials’ to ‘objects of charity’, and the 

‘repugnant’ which demonstrates how certain works of literature neatly divide society into the 

‘two categories of the deserving and the undeserving’.32 The analysis of punishments in this 

chapter provides further evidence of texts that tend to equate money and wealth with a higher 

level of ‘righteousness’. Such ideas have intertextual allusions to religious teachings which 

promote the idea that the pious will be rewarded. Rewards inevitably come with the assumption 

of superior conduct and suffering becomes associated with poor conduct. These findings build 

on the work of Dixon, and others, through the addition of new textual examples with a focus 

on the significance of hostile places. The stories of interest here typically present middle-class 

characters who find themselves stripped of their status and demoted to the class below both in 

terms of working labour and the lived environment. What follows is a period of suffering where 

 
31 Ibid. 
32 Dixon, p.48. See Hubler, (2014). 



 216 

they struggle but ultimately prove their worth alongside various observations about the harsh 

and bleak world around them. Following various acts that signify their industrious and 

charitable disposition, they are rewarded with promotion back to their original class or one 

higher.  

 

There are many examples of children, primarily boys, travelling and experiencing worldly 

adventures, but most of the stories examined here are located within the domestic setting, 

presenting a bourgeois family scene complete with dedicated parents, dutiful children and 

obedient servants. It is important to pick up on the assumption that most people had servants 

as most people were not of the middle-classes or higher; most people were and are working-

class.33 However, within this textual world, the presence of servants becomes normalised, and 

they are typically nameless, vacuous beings, but this is perhaps to be expected, as many of the  

characters are underdeveloped and servants are rarely significant in terms of plot.34 It is through 

fleeting references to their existence that the reader infers a hierarchy contained within a 

comfortable home where the owners have the financial means to pay people to carry out the 

more mundane aspects of day-to-day living.  

 

These working-class characters tend to be identified only in terms of their employment which 

Raymond Williams refers to as ‘tagging’ and typically occurs ‘within certain class modes […] 

at least for “minor” characters, according to social conventions of distribution of 

significance’.35 Homes are stratified according to status with men at the top and servants at the 

bottom, below the children. Eagleton argues that ‘literary works are not mysteriously inspired, 

 
33 Whilst it might have been true that the readers of children’s books had servants, it was not true of society 
more broadly.  
34 O’Malley suggests that the title ‘servant’ was used as an umbrella terms for a range of workers including day 
labourers.  
35 R. Williams, Marxism and Literature (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1977), p.209. 
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or explicable […] in terms of their author’s psychology. They are forms of perception, 

particular ways of seeing the world; and as such have a relation to that dominant way of seeing 

which is the “social mentality or ideology of an age”.36 The authors and publishers of this study 

share a world view which favours the experiences of the minority who hold the wealth and 

power.  

 

The contrasting presence of lower-class characters emphasises the elevated status of the family, 

and, as Sarland suggests, ‘working-class characters were portrayed as either respectful to their 

middle-class “betters”, or as “stupid” – or they had the villain’s role in the story’.37 Within the 

books of the Hockliffe Collection, there are examples which show servants being struck 

violently. Such actions are, however, not deemed acceptable and tend to be included to 

emphasise the cruel disposition of an employer or the outrageous behaviour of an impudent 

child. The latter is demonstrated in ‘Henry Phillips; or, The Life of an Angry Boy’, as his 

offences include his being so aggressive towards the servants that the parents struggle to retain 

employees.38 Such abhorrent behaviour can also be associated with frustration, as seen in 

Juliana Horatia Ewing’s ‘Story of a Short Life’, where the sympathetic figure of tragic Leonard, 

having been crippled by a fall from a carriage, is ‘beside himself with passion, raining blows 

like hail with his crutch upon poor Jemima’, his maid.39 The servants are recognised as victims, 

but that is not the central concern. 

 

Violence against servants operates similarly to the animal cruelty motif, as discussed in Chapter 

6, where those prone to temper strike downwards.40 It is curious that in the verse: ‘The History 

 
36 Eagleton, p.3. 
37 Sarland, p.33. 
38 ‘Henry Phillips; or, The Life of an Angry Boy’ in Sketches of Juvenile Characters. The longer-term 
consequences faced by Henry are further discussed in Chapter 3. 
39 J.H. Ewing, Story of a Short Life (London: S.P.C.K, 1885), p.46.  
40 See Dixon (1977). 
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of an Old Woman’, the only human victim is the maid: ‘The ivory split the Gold got a crack, / 

And the Ebony she broke about the maid’s back’.41 Servants are not explicitly equated with 

animals, but they are interchangeable in terms of their role in emphasising a cruel disposition 

towards living beings of lower status. O’Malley discusses William Godwin’s likening of 

servants to animals in his disparaging argument: ‘if we were told of a man who appropriated a 

considerable portion of his house to the habituation of rats, and pole-cats, and serpents, and 

wolves, we certainly should not applaud either his taste or his judgement’.42 The idea here 

seems to be that to permit a home to be occupied by undesirable people is equally as abhorrent 

as allowing the occupation of unwanted animals. 

 

Godwin’s damning appraisal draws attention to anxieties about the potentially corruptive 

influence of those of the lower classes should they be afforded too much access to children. 

O’Malley argues that ‘since Locke’s time, parents had been advised by pedagogues about the 

potential danger to children this plebeian presence represented in the middle and upper-class 

home’.43 He cites Locke’s argument that children ‘frequently learn from unbred and debauched 

Servants such Language, untowardly Tricks and Vices, as otherwise they possibly would be 

ignorant of all their Lives’.44 Even when they live with their employers, servants remain 

outsiders who pose a threat to children through the introduction of alternative views, language 

and behaviours that might undermine the dominant ideology. It therefore makes sense for the 

books to both silence and disempower the literary representation of the servant whose opinions 

and views are unwanted. In reality, parents and children may have been dismissive of such 

 
41 The History of an Old Woman (London: J. Harris, 1815), p.8.  The old woman is violent to geese, pigs, cats, 
dogs, cows, and birds and maids are the only humans. 
42 O’Malley, p.41 citing Godwin, p.204. 
43 Ibid. p.204. 
44 Ibid. p.40.  See Locke, p.127. 
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suggestions, instead, forming their own opinions about the people with whom they shared their 

home and lives.  

 

The majority of the stories promote tolerance and kindness towards others, but these can carry 

class-related caveats. In Dame Partlet’s Farm, there is a short piece entitled ‘Rules to Live 

Happy’ which encourages the child to be grateful to their individual family members, one by 

one, before turning their attention to the servant where it is stated simply: ‘The honour of a 

servant is his fidelity; his highest virtues are submission and obedience’.45 This passage is taken 

from Reverend Dodsley’s 1751 guide The Economy of Human Life and provides a paternalistic 

view of the world. It suggests that the economy of the servant’s life lies in his labour, and his 

humanity is judged by his submission in that role. The child is being socialised into the idea 

that happiness within the middle-class home is dependent upon expressions of gratitude and 

consideration of one another alongside the careful management of servants whose obedience 

should be both recognised and celebrated, as they are of little use if resistant to their employer.  

 

There are also representations of punished servants which are intended to be humorous but do 

little to challenge class subordination. Having learned that her son has been abducted, the 

Queen in Knatchbull-Hugessen’s ‘The Lost Prince’ becomes so hysterical that she scratches 

the faces of her ladies in waiting, a representation that if reversed, would be deemed 

outrageous;46 Knatchbull-Hugessen satirises the royal family throughout the tale and mocks 

the tradition of stories such as ‘Sleeping Beauty in the Wood’ as, despite the Prince being 

kidnapped for nine years, the country does not fall into ruin, instead it carries on in its 

productive output.  Such satire emphasises the royal family’s lack of involvement in the means 

 
45 Dame Partlet’s Farm (London: J. Harris, 1804), p.9. This is a direct quote from Reverend Dodsley’s 1751 
text: R Dodsley, R. Dormer, P. Stanhope, and J. Hill, J, ‘The Economy of Human Life: translated from an Indian 
manuscript, written by an Ancient Brahmin. (Philadelphia: Jacob Johnson, 1807). 
46 ‘The Lost Prince’ in Knatchbull-Hugessen Whispers. 
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of production and can be read as a middle-class jibe, and an example of the anti-aristocratic 

bias alluded to by Grenby.47  

 

Each of Knatchbull-Hugessen’s fairy tale volumes, in the Hockliffe Collection, contains one 

animal biography tale which is essentially a dispiriting list that highlights animal cruelty and 

suffering.48 It appears that he was keen to engage with  several children’s literary trends of his 

time, and so incorporates aspects of animal biography, contemporaneous fairy tales, and surreal 

scenes that are reminiscent of Alice Adventures in Wonderland. He wrote large volumes, so 

this was likely an attempt to be more inclusive and broaden market appeal.49 ‘The Story of a 

Horse’ was a precursor to Anna Sewell’s Black Beauty, though failing to strike the right balance 

between plot and intentionally emotive content, but it is an improvement on ‘The Story of 

Rook’, which he published five years previously in Tales at Tea-Time, a tedious list of pain 

and suffering that is both gruesome and difficult to read.50 There are humorous moments in 

‘The Story of a Horse’. In one witty scene there is an exchange between two grooms which is 

essentially a joke and typical of Knatchbull-Hugessen’s style; one groom admires the other’s 

defiance of his master’s authority so follows his example and is subordinate to his own master, 

unaware that his friend’s master is in fact deaf! In slapstick style the employer with proficient 

hearing not only withdraws employment without a reference but kicks the youth down the 

stairs. The scene is not meant to be taken seriously, but within the context of class struggle, 

and when placed alongside other nineteenth-century stories for children, the joke begins to fall 

flat. These books were not intended for grooms; they were intended for middle-class children 

 
47 Andrew O’Malley demonstrates how middle-class subjectivity was emphasised through differentiation not 
only from the class below but also from the one above. See O’Malley, p.39.  
48 The two volumes in the Hockliffe Collection are Tales at Tea-Time (1872) and Whispers from Fairy Land 
(1877). The former features an animal biography tale about a rook with a significant emphasis on their suffering 
at the hands of hunters. These stories are discussed in further detail in the introduction to Chapter 6. 
49 As discussed in Chapter 2 (section 3) Knatchbull-Hugessen has received criticism and accusations of 
plagiarising Lewis Carroll’s style. However, it has also been acknowledged that Carroll was influenced, to some 
extent, by an early tale written by Knatchbull-Hugessen.    
50 Sewell published Black Beauty in 1877 so five years after Knatchbull-Hugessen’s tale. 
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like Knatchbull-Hugessen’s own, for whom he professed to write.51 Whether he was satirising 

up or down, Knatchbull-Hugessen’s wit was well-positioned for the middle-class reader. 

 

Dixon and others have observed that lower-class people are often portrayed as charitable 

figures in order to promote generosity among the middle-classes.52 The theme of helping the 

poor is, of course, generally an admirable one, but many writers fail to successfully navigate 

the fine line between praiseworthy depictions and those that are potentially problematic. In 

order to elicit empathy in the reader, the books emphasise how basic needs such as food, shelter 

and washing facilities are not being met and encourage individual acts of kindness towards the 

pitiful, dirty and silent mass that lives beyond their boundary. The lack of further details about 

such people, or the inclusion of their voice, reduce them to a zombie-esque mass, dragging 

themselves around outside the warm and loving homes of the middle classes. At no point do 

the stories interrogate the social inequities that result in the majority of the population earning 

wages that make it difficult to live. Meredith Cherland discusses how the canon tends to 

‘naturalize poverty, and to assign the responsibility for the relief of such poverty to kind 

individuals rather than to social programs’, moving away from collective accountability and 

scrutiny.53 On one level, these books are compassionate and promote generosity to those less 

fortunate, but those people are reduced to representatives of suffering. Their presence serves 

to demonstrate the rewards and benefits experienced by the benefactor rather than the recipient. 

This distinction makes the books appear insular and detached from the broader reality of their 

production on which they rely. They normalise the experiences of a minority group while 

 
51 Knatchbull-Hugessen, ‘The Story of a Horse’ in Tales at Tea-Time. However, Knatchbull-Hugessen 
undermines both gender and class stereotypes in  ‘Witches Island’ in which a fisherman’s wife rescues him from 
an island of witches fighting off various sea monsters en route. He also assigns the role of rescuer to females in 
‘The Lost Prince’ which is discussed in Chapter 2.  
52 See Dixon (1977). 
53 Meredith Cherland, Private Practices: Girls Reading Fiction and Constructing Identity.2nd edn. (Abingdon: 
Taylor and Francis, 2013), p.124. Also see Hubler (2014). 
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conveniently ignoring any aspects of social injustice that are a consequence of their wealth. 

The contentious issue of reducing those in need to nothing more than their needs continues to 

be debated today with the “white saviour” argument that challenges organisations such as 

Comic Relief to reconsider how it is representing Africans.  

 

Stories that depict a middle-class character coming to the aid of one from a lower-class tend to 

carry a selection criterion that the recipient must surpass to be deemed worthy. This tendency 

was demonstrated in Chapter 4 when little orphan Sally is allowed to enter the church 

community and receive a dress once she had cleaned herself up and proved her work ethic.54 

Those rewarded have proven that they possess the right attributes; these are generally 

consistent with the ideological aspirations of the middle-classes who are cast in a paternalistic 

role. In Maria Budden’s Always Happy!!! Felix gives money to a black beggar but:  

not to common street beggars, because, I believe they are generally idle cheats; but this 
is no common beggar; he is a stranger, distant from his native land, and without friends; 
disabled too from working. I will share the contents of my purse with him; so saying, 
Felix presented a shilling to the poor cripple, who blessed the generosity of the English 
boy.55  

 

The story rejects materialism and the frivolous use of money and promotes being benevolent 

to those in need: not for glory but need. Needs are judged within a criterion that praises a man 

disabled from working with no interrogation of what a travesty that represents. This is 

alongside the assumption that all other beggars are ‘idle cheats’ and therefore presumably 

deserve to find themselves in poverty.56 Such ideas support the dominant theme that correlates 

wealth with deservedness, promoting the superiority of the ‘English boy’ on whom this adult 

man is dependent. Stopping short of acknowledging the social injustices that have brought this 

man, and others like him, to his suffering, this story just offers praise for the boy who gives 

 
54 M.M. Sherwood, Little Sunday-School Child’s Reward (Wellington, Salop: F. Houlston and Son, 1824). 
55 M. Budden, Always Happy!!! (London: J. Harris, 1815), p.79. 
56 Ibid. 
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him a shilling; the generosity of Felix is more significant than the plight of beggars, and the 

class bias is egregious.57   

 

Alongside representations of servants, beggars, and figures of pity in the morality tales is the 

oppression and subservience of rural folk in fairy tales. In Charles Perrault’s tale of ‘Puss in 

Boots’, the cat is the agent for the hero who frightens a group of workers into compliance.58 

Benjamin Tabart’s early nineteenth-century retelling of Perrault’s tale presents the story of a 

poor miller’s son whose path to riches is carved out by a magical cat who successfully dupes 

the king, not only into believing his poverty-stricken master is rich but also into viewing the 

youth as a suitable match for his daughter.59 Zipes argues that ‘on a symbolic level, the cat 

represented Perrault’s conception of male members of the haute bourgeoisie (his own class), 

who comprised the administrative class of Louis XIV’s court and who were often mediators 

between the peasantry and aristocracy’.60 This tale can be interpreted as a story about 

accelerated social mobility, and an example of class inter-mediation where cheating to improve 

one’s social status appears to be condoned, whereas cheating to exaggerate one social abjection 

is condemned, as previously shown. 

 

Rather than working in the interests of the aristocracy, the cat works in the interests of the 

peasant boy, which makes his actions not only more forgivable but possibly admirable. 

 
57 Although, paradoxically, his attitude seems relatively enlightened from the perspective of race. This is a 
striking instance in which class can intersect with race in surprising ways. 
58 There are several versions of ‘Puss in Boots’ in the Hockliffe Collection including: C. Perrault, Puss in Boots, 
and Diamonds and Toads (London: B. Tabart, 1806); ‘The Master-Cat, or Puss in Boots’ in Court of Oberon 
(1823), and ‘The History of the Master Cat, or Puss in Boots’ in The History of Abou Casam and his 
Remarkable Slippers (Chelmsford: I. Marsden, 1825). 
59 C. Perrault, Puss in Boots, and Diamonds and Toads (London: Tabart & Co, 1806).The cat impresses the king 
when he presents him with rabbits from his mysterious master. He then sends his master into the lake and 
removes his clothes claiming, to the passing king, that he has been robbed and he is subsequently dressed in 
finery. Finally, the cat kills the ogre and tricks the king into believing that the rich estate belongs to his master. 
The king is so impressed that he agrees that the youth can marry the princess. This scene has similarities to the 
transformation scene in Cinderella. 
60 Zipes, p.198. 
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However, he is not quite so gracious to all peasants as is shown in one scene where he demands 

that a group of field workers are complicit in his deception or they will be ‘chopped as small 

as minced meat’, and the workers obey ‘for the words of the cat had frightened them terribly’.61 

This particular use of coercion renders his methods as reprehensible as those of the ogre and 

the aristocratic class. This scene infantilises working adults who recognise the cat as an 

authority figure whom they fear more than the ogre. However, this is fairyland and given the 

volatility of enchanted characters the workers are wise to be cautious, and it is assumed that 

their lives will be improved when their new employer, the miller’s son, takes over. George 

Cruikshank later altered this scene; in his retelling, the cat adopts a more respectful tone and 

emphasises the ogre’s oppression of the workers who are likened to slaves; thus the cat 

becomes a liberator.62 Such nuanced changes are significant since the altered tale avoids the 

impression that one form of oppression will be replaced by another. 

 

Submissive and obedient workers contrast with others who are presented as threatening and 

deviant.  In the corpus, apprentices are awarded particular praise for their commitment to being 

industrious, obedient and respectful to their masters.63 In ‘The Holiday,’ featured in Tales of 

the Arbor, a young apprentice and his friend make the mistake of taking a holiday on Easter 

Monday and are punished with a series of unpleasant incidents. The idea that one wrong 

decision can trigger a series of disasters is frequently explored throughout the corpus. Emphasis 

is placed on personal accountability and that wrongful acts bring their own punishment. 

Problems arise when the youths find themselves in the company of people from the ‘lower 

orders’ who are ‘chimney sweeps, brick-dust boys and knife-grinders’.64 ‘The Holiday’ 

 
61 C. Perrault, Puss in Boots, and Diamonds and Toads (London: B. Tabart, 1806), p.14. 
62 G. Cruikshank, Puss in Boots (c.1865).  Zipes argues that Cruikshank uses the giant’s drinking habit to justify 
the cat’s actions. See Zipes, Victorian Fairy Tales. 
63 In ‘The Fall of Pride’ is an example of an apprentice tale which sees a rich but idle boy fail, and a hard 
working apprentice succeed. ‘The Fall of Pride’ in Tales of the Arbor (1800). 
64 ‘The Holiday’ in Tales of the Arbor (1800), p.160. 
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depends upon the reader equating those jobs with a lack of desirability and indicative of people 

who should be avoided by those who are superior; in this case, the apprentices. Such 

assumptions are loaded with class subjectivity that reduces people employed in specific roles 

as ‘Other’ and certainly extends no empathy towards children who are working. If anything, it 

justifies their difficult lives. Once deservedness becomes linked to members of a specific class 

and, more peripherally, to those who work in its interests, people who lie beyond are presumed 

to be there because they do not deserve to be anywhere else. This is a curious distraction from 

the virtues typically espoused by those who demonstrate a strong work ethic, as these semi-

skilled children are assigned none. This is an example of creating horizontal differences 

between those assigned working-class status: a ‘divide and rule’ strategy that benefits the 

dominant class. 

 

Escaping the Bottom: Surviving Life Down Below 
 

The discussion thus far has argued that there are stories within the Hockliffe Collection that 

feature punishing scenes that, when combined, undermine the significance of servants, low-

skilled labourers, and the poor - many of whom would have been workers; they are silenced, 

reduced and undervalued. Anxieties about the potential of the lower classes to corrupt and 

pollute children formed phantoms in the minds of some parents, pedagogues and, 

consequentially, publishers.65  These stories in the Collection are contradictory and 

hypocritical: promoting the virtues of being charitable, generous, forgiving and grateful while, 

on occasion, falling short of extending any sincere compassion or respect towards those less 

fortunate. Once these phantoms are formed, it makes sense that the places in which they dwell 

are equally bleak, dark, and certainly not places that any middle-class child might want to find 

 
65 O’Malley (2004), p.41. 
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themselves in. They too are eerily silent: no music, laughter, culture, or community, just 

hardship. This criticism is not intended to suggest that working-class people of the nineteenth 

century were not suffering from low standards of living, but it is too reductive to suggest that 

there is nothing more to see.66 These stories use the degradation and suffering as a means of 

isolating and undermining people, enforcing a paternalistic and hierarchal view of society.  

 

This bleak backdrop enhances the dramatic tension in stories that feature a middle-class 

protagonist who enters a period of suffering and punishment through demotion to the 

environment of the lower classes. They are victims of circumstances beyond their control and 

their experiences are invariably oppressive, but they respond with resilience, hard work, and a 

positive disposition, and win their way back to their true class – or higher. These stories 

socialise the reader into believing that even if they should find themselves down below, and 

faced with injustice, their actual class will shine through and their superior conduct will bring 

about their relief, whilst simultaneously emphasising that the place occupied by the majority 

of the population is no place that anyone would want to be.67 

 

This can be seen in Dick Whittington and his Cat, a story that dates back to the sixteenth century 

and, despite claims of it being true, resonates as a fairy tale. Writing in the nineteenth century, 

Walter Besant argues that whilst there was a real person called Dick Whittington who did 

become Mayor of London, ‘he was not a poor and friendless lad by any means’; he was, in 

fact, the son of a knight and arrived in London ‘where he had connections […] who were 

 
66 These books are not comparable to other categories of literature that fall under the umbrella terms of “state of 
England” novels which provide a much more detailed impression of those who lived under such conditions. 
67 In his analysis of Barbara Hofland, Butts draws attention to Hofland's engagement with issues of bankruptcy 
and bereavement that bring changes in circumstance. He argues that her characters succeed through a 
combination of their integrity, ingenuity and Christian values. Hofland is implying that God will reward such 
virtues in both this life and the next. Again this presents a problematic view of those who are less fortunate. See 
D. Butts, Children’s Literature and Social Change: Some Case Studies from Barbara Hofland to Philip Pullman 
(Cambridge: Lutterworth Press, 2010), p.4.  
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merchants’.68 He points out that ‘in those days it would be impossible for a boy to rise from 

poverty to wealth and distinction by trade’.69 The tale is therefore fictional but provides an 

alluring combination of fantasy and realism that promotes the capitalist ideology that anything 

is possible.  

 

There are six versions of Whittington’s tale in the Hockliffe Collection that were all published 

in the first half of the nineteenth century,70 and they are generally consistent in terms of plot. 

Whittington is introduced as a poor orphan, but his attributes are more typical of middle-class 

characters as he demonstrates resilience, determination, ambition, and ultimately success. He 

experiences violence and physical abuse which take place in areas occupied by the lower 

classes, and his eventual relief comes when he enters the world of the middle class.  In Harris’ 

1810 version, the hungry boy asks passers-by for help, ‘but they called him an idle rogue, [and] 

others told him to apply to the workhouse, and one, more brutal than the rest, gave him a violent 

blow on the head with his walking stick’.71 Dick finds employment in the Fitzwarren’s 

household where the family favours him, but a member of the lower class attempts to inhibit 

his social progress and he is ‘cruelly beaten at home by the cross cook’.72 Tabart’s (1812) 

version describes how the ‘crabbed cook […] was finding fault and scolding at him from 

morning to night; and was withal so fond of roasting and basting that, when the spit was out of 

 
68 Walter Besant, A History of London (Books on Demand, 2010), p.101. Available at: books.google.co.uk 
[Accessed: May 18th 2018]. This text was originally written in 1884. 
69 Ibid. Beasant argues that during the fourteenth century, it would have been impossible for a boy to be elevated 
through the ranks of society in the manner suggested in the story. In reality the boy would have taken up a trade 
in London and practiced it for his lifetime. The real Dick Whittington’s father was Sir William Whittington who 
owned an estate in Hertfordshire; he went to London to learn from his wealthy cousin and merchant trader, Sir 
John Fitzwarren.  
70 ‘Whittington and his Cat’ in Popular Tales (London: J. Harris, 1810); Histoire de Whittington et son Chat. 
(London: W. Darton, c.1811); ‘Whittington and his Cat’ in Tabart’s Collection of Popular Stories for the 
nursery (London: Tabart & Co, 1812); Whittington and his Cat (London: R. Miller, c.1820), and  The History of 
Dick Whittington, Lord Mayor of London (Banbury: J.G Rusher: Banbury, nd).  
71 ‘Whittington and his Cat’ in Popular Tales (1810), p. 31. 
72 The History of Dick Whittington, Lord Mayor of London. nd. p.7. 
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her hands, she would be basting poor Dick’s head and shoulders with a broom’.73 Reminiscent 

of ‘Cinderella’, the boy’s unjust treatment sees him forced to sleep in ‘a back garret, which was 

terribly infested with rats and mice’, and so he purchases his cat.74 Whittington’s fortunes are 

reversed when merchant Fitzwarren sells the cat to the rulers of a rat-infested island. The story 

promotes a colonial world view in which fortune favours the brave who enter new lands and 

capitalise on market opportunities, gaining wealth and status.75 Hourihan argues that 

Whittington ‘represents the growing power of the city merchants and the aspirations of the 

common people’.76 Dick joins the entrepreneurial class and benefits accordingly even if it were 

quite by chance, and climbs through the ranks of London society becoming Lord Mayor 

escaping the oppressive world below.77  

 

However, Dick’s success is not provided by magic or hard work but is the result of luck and 

chance. In her discussion of the success of the story of Aladdin, Antje Petersen-Weiner argues 

that ‘in a society governed by the Protestant work ethic and imbued with notions of 

determinism in science and ethics, Aladdin’s tale became everyone’s dream’.78 She also notes 

that the tale contradicts ‘the catalogue of virtues espoused by the bourgeoisie since the 

Enlightenment’.79 Stories that reward characters for merely being in the right place at the right 

time subvert other tales that connect rewards with a pious and industrious disposition. Petersen-

Weiner identifies a shift as ‘Aladdin […] becomes a symbol for his time: his willingness to 

 
73 ‘Whittington and his Cat’ in Tabart’s Collection of Popular Stories for the nursery (1812), p.7. 
74 ‘Whittington and his Cat’ in Popular Tales (London: J. Harris, 1810), p.32. 
75 Hourihan and others argue that boys adventure stories tend to present a world which is controlled by rich 
people of Britain and Europe and that the class hierarchy in such tales tends to be overt. See Hourihan, p.62.  
76 Ibid. 
77 Stories that feature characters becoming rich and achieving status tends to be attributed to their being more 
industrious, for an example, see Busy Ben & Idle Isaac (London: Dean & Son, c.1856-1870). Ben is so 
industrious that he, unlike Dick, ends up knighted. The tale of Dick Whittington is believed to be based on fact, 
but it is noteworthy that publishers did not alter his role in the acquisition of this wealth. He remains rich by 
chance. 
78 A. Petersen-Weiner, ‘Aladdin’s Shadow: on Henrik Pontoppidan’s ‘Lykke-Per’’, Scandinavian Studies, 59 
(1987), 28–45 (p.28). JSTOR, www.jstor.org/stable/40918825. [Accessed: April 18th 2018]. 
79 Ibid. p.30. 



 229 

take risks makes him the entrepreneurial spirit par excellence’.80 Dick too represents this 

entrepreneurial spirit which is a fundamental aspect of the middle-class ideology during this 

publishing era. 

 

Surviving periods of suffering can also be associated with patience in adversity which is 

presented as an admirable trait that brings its own rewards, as demonstrated in The History of 

Mary Ann. The personal struggles of two siblings are relieved when they receive a one hundred 

pound inheritance from an employer. The narrator states: ‘these truths ought to convince us 

that patience in misfortune will overcome all obstacles’.81 There are many examples in which 

virtuous dispositions are valued and financially rewarded by a benefactor, including 

apprentices who inherit money or even the business itself. Displaying a commitment and 

positive work ethic, regardless of personal difficulties, has obvious benefits for employers and 

is likely to have been promoted to working-class readers. Jarlath Killeen, in his analysis of the 

fairy tales of Oscar Wilde, argues that fairy tales ‘were given to working-class children [to…] 

educat[e] them in the values important to the middle classes and thus helped to reconcile them 

to their subordinate position in society’.82 Study of the Hockliffe Collection shows how this 

was true of not only fairy tales, but children’s literature more generally.   

 

This thesis has frequently shown how ideas about punishment are shared between fairy and 

morality tales. In his analysis of class within fairy tales, Jack Zipes argues that they reflect the 

ideology of normal “folk” who ‘nurtured their own forms of culture in opposition to that of the 

ruling classes and yet often reflect the same ideology, even if from a different class 

perspective,’ suggesting that the tales were shared between both classes with little adjustment. 

 
80 Ibid. p.31. 
81 The History of Mary Ann (London: Bishop & Co: 1845).  
82 Jarlath Killeen, The Fairy Tales of Oscar Wilde (Hampshire and Burlington: Ashgate publishing, 2013), p.4. 
This supports Zipes general overview. 
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This claim is immediately followed by the acknowledgement that ‘it is difficult to document 

exactly what happened with the oral tradition between the sixteenth and nineteenth centuries 

because we lack records’, but he remains convinced that the tales were ‘told by all classes’.83 

Zipes argues that the geographical isolation of working people resulted in the formation of tales 

which promote a ‘utopian image’ of a better life, the suggestion being that the tales appealed 

to the more impoverished people because they offered the fantasy of escape from financial 

hardship, and to the more affluent classes as they maintain the status quo, from which they 

benefit. Some of the scholarship surrounding fairy tales tends to romanticise “simple folk” who 

shared fantasy tales in order to explore their fears, hopes and dreams. Of course, storytelling 

serves this social function but to suggest that the majority of people, across centuries, were so 

naive is unconvincing. Describing working people who were not afforded the privilege of being 

taught to read and write as “simple folk” implies a lack of intellect which is nonsensical and in 

itself works in favour of the dominant ideology.84  

 

Zipes claims that ‘these classes had practically no opportunity to resist the increasing 

exploitation since they were isolated in their work […] and always stood as mere individuals 

in opposition to their lords and exploiters. Thus they could only conceive a utopian image of a 

better life for themselves’.85 The feudal system undoubtedly disempowered the masses, but 

there are many examples of organised activity. The Peasant’s Revolt of 1381 shows that the 

lower classes were politically engaged and capable of organising resistance to the exploitation 

 
83 Jack Zipes, Breaking the Magic Spell: Radical Theories of Folk and Fairy Tales, 2nd edn. (Kentucky: 
University Press of Kentucky, 2002), p.9. 
84 As examined by O’Malley, the reduction of people not afforded an education but then labelled with being of 
lower intelligence was an issue in the discussion surrounding the influence of servants on the developing child. 
He includes the damning appraisal of Mary Wollstonecraft who asserted that servants cannot be made “wise or 
good” as their lack of formal education altered their morality and made them unsuitable to allowed to influence 
middle-class children. O’Malley, p.41. See M. Wollstonecraft, Thoughts on the Education of Daughters with 
Reflections on Female Conduct in the more important Duties of Life (London: J. Johnson, 1787), p.39.  
85 Zipes, Breaking the Magic Spell, p.9. 
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of their class when forced.86 Zipes has a powerful influence over the scholarship of class in 

fairy tales so it is important to interrogate his assumptions even if they are well-intended. When 

Zipes discusses the appropriation of the fairy tale into children’s literature, his general position 

is that folk tales became fairy tales when placed in the hands of the dominant capitalist culture, 

in an attempt to ‘suppress the subversive potential in the utopianism tradition of the oral 

tradition’.87 He identifies ‘a curious development’ that saw the ‘dominant, conservative 

bourgeois groups’ begin to view the tales as ‘amoral’ and ‘potentially harmful for children 

since their imaginative components might give young ones “crazy ideas”’ and objections on 

the grounds of their being secular’.88 There is evidence of these anxieties in the Hockliffe 

Collection in numerous tales that explicitly lambast the form. They were also undermined by 

a preference for the ‘didactic tales, homilies, family romances and the like’.89 Zipes argues that 

the style appealed to ‘progressive writers, an avantgarde, who developed the fairy tale as a form 

of protest against the vulgar utilitarian ideas of the Enlightenment’.90 It is apparent that the 

fairy tale form was challenging to a number of social groups who professed alternative 

ideological positions but regardless, they do little to challenge class assumptions that divide 

society into the simple and the educated. 

 

Charles Perrault’s ‘Cinderella’ is frequently cited by scholars as the archetypal rags to riches 

story,91 but within the nineteenth century publishing context her tale becomes one of a 

bourgeois heroine who is forced down the social ladder into the bleak life “below stairs” before 

 
86 The death toll of the Black Death had resulted in a labour shortage and provided lower class workers with the 
opportunity to demand fairer wages and conditions from their employers. The land-owners introduced a cap to 
wages and extra taxation. The peasant class came together and marched on London where they were supported 
by other workers such as soldiers and tradesman. Violence occurred on both sides and whilst it was not a 
complete success, the tax was removed. See  www.historic-uk.com. Also, later in the nineteenth-century, the 
Chartist Movement (1836-1848) sought improved rights for working-class people.  
87 Killeen, p.4. 
88 Zipes, p.15. 
89 Ibid.  
90 Ibid. 
91 See Opie & Opie, p.47. 
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being rescued by a member of the aristocracy.92 Cinderella wears rags but they were never 

really hers, and she was certainly not the archetypal peasant that is more typically associated 

with this tale type.93 The oppression of the daughter of a middle-class merchant provided a 

figure to whom young nineteenth-century readers could relate and the relationship between her 

reduction in status and the death of parents would have played into anxieties and fears of the 

time. Her situation is made worse by the invasion of outsiders who are jealous of her beauty 

and edifying nature and punish her with demotion to servitude. Cinderella and her sisters are 

equal in terms of class, but, as Elisabeth Panttaja notes, Cinderella has the biological claims 

and contrasts with the sisters who ‘play the role of parvenues to Cinderella’s role of genteel-

bourgeois’ providing ‘intra-class conflict’.94 This results in a battle for superiority; Cinderella 

has the winning combination of authenticity and refinement required to conquer the pretentions 

of the ambitious upstarts.  

 

During her period of suffering, Cinderella is relegated to domestic activities that would 

typically be assigned to servants (see Fig 5:1).95 Relative to her actual class status, these lowly 

duties become synonymous with her oppression and the injustice she experiences at the hands 

of the interlopers. Panttaja suggests that the new family members ‘proceed to demote and 

disguise Cinderella: they disrobe her, give her old clothes, set her to do the coarse and menial 

 
92 Bottigheimer discusses  what she terms as “rise fairy tales” which feature a poor character who, following a 
period of suffering, is elevated to wealth through fortuitous marriage. She suggests that while ‘Cinderella’ might 
initially appear to fit this tale type, in its first appearance in the 1630s, Cinderella was the daughter of a prince. 
The tale therefore becomes more typical of a restoration fairy tale. Bottigheimer, p.13. 
93 Scholars have noted that social mobility can occasionally be downwards, but this chapter provides more in-
depth analysis by contextualising the story of Cinderella amidst other representations of class demotion. See 
Bullen, p.48 
94 Elisabeth Panttaja, ‘Going up in the World: Class in Cinderella’, Western Folklore, 52 (1993), pp.85-104 
(p.93-94). JSTOR, www.jstor, org/stable/1499495. [Accessed: April 5th 2018]. 
95 Do Rozario likens Cinderella to a slave engaging in unpaid service which is only resolved, and her agency 
reclaimed when she reappears in the “right dress”. However, there is no emphasis placed on her lack of earnings 
and the dramatic tension comes from her being forced to engage in work which is beneath her station. See Do 
Rozario, p.4.  
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work of the class beneath them, and give her a generic name’.96 Such injustice is likely to have 

struck an emotive chord with young readers, and as Tatar rightly points out, the surest way to 

turn ‘a heroine into tragic martyr often required little more than putting a broom in her hand’.97 

There is never any suggestion that the work should not be done; it should just be done by 

someone more suited to that kind of labour.98  

 

 

Fig 5:1: ‘Cinderella’ in Old Mother Hubbard’s Fairy Tale Book (1860) 

 

 
96 Panttaja, p.94. Chapter 5 of this these examines the power of clothing in the demotion and punishment of 
female characters. 
97 Tatar, Off with their Heads! p.7. 
98 There are several versions of Cinderella in the Hockliffe Collection: 
C. Perrault, The Interesting Story of Cinderella and her Little Glass Slipper Banbury: J.G. Rusher, c.1814); C. 
Perrault, Cinderella; or, the Little Glass Slipper (London: W. Savage, c.1820); ‘Cinderella’ in The Court of 
Oberon (1823), and ‘Cinderella’ in Old Mother Hubbard’s Fairy Tale Book (Glasgow: David Bryce and Son, 
c.1860). 
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Cinderella’s new life suspends her from her actual reality until she is magically restored, and, 

for her diligence, she is rewarded with the highest status available through marriage.99  The 

story is a middle-class fantasy in which fears of lost wealth are explored and resolved, her 

superior disposition and her work ethic bring her back to the top.100 In most of the versions, 

she forgives her sisters and awards them with marriages just below her own. Normality resumes 

and presumably, a new servant is recruited to take her place. 

 

However, Cinderella’s story is subverted by another tale from within the Hockliffe Collection. 

Blanch and Rosalinda is one of several stories which, on the surface, appear to endorse the 

fairy tale tradition while surreptitiously undermining and critiquing the form. 101 In this 

example, we find many traditional elements such as a disguised fairy, the morality test, and the 

bestowing of magical wishes. However, the text challenges the assumption that a royal 

marriage will equate to a “happy ever after”.102 When an exhausted old woman seeks assistance 

from a mother and her two daughters, she is warmly received by the mother and the youngest 

daughter, Rosalinda, who runs to assist her with a chair, but when the mother asks the eldest 

daughter to fetch plums for the weary visitor,  Blanch, ‘instead of obeying her mother readily, 

grumbled and muttered as she went. ‘“Surely” said she to herself, “I did not take all this care 

and pains with my plum-tree for that greedy old creature”’.103 However, she resentfully obeys 

 
99 In her discussion of Bruno Bettelheim’s view of the “lesson of Cinderella” Tatar notes that fairy tales can be 
typically split into phases, firstly as part of their community and secondly, a period alone where they gain 
“glorious autonomy”. See Tatar, Off with their Heads! p. 79. 
100 Panttaja describes the superior nature of Cinderella as indicative of ‘innate nobility’ but that his inner class 
distinction can be concealed though clothes and social demotion. She argues that by maintaining the divide 
between Cinderella and his sisters, the tale challenges bourgeois cultural hegemony. See Panttaja, p.93-94. 
101 Blanch and Rosalinda (London: J. Marks, c.1835-1857). For another example see The Giant Killer (London: 
The Religious Tract Society, c.1833). 
102 Whilst it was not the intended meaning of the story, the mistreatment of Griselda, as discussed in Chapter 5, 
also makes Cinderella’s ending seem less secure. Zipes argues that there were a number of sectors of society 
who sought to undermine the fairy tale which was considered brash and immoral by the Bourgeoisie amidst 
anxieties about the damaging potential of the magical. They also attract objections from religious groups who 
viewed them as a distraction from their own teachings. See Zipes, Breaking the Magic Spell, p.15. 
103 Blanch and Rosalinda (c.1835-1857) J. Marks: London. For another example see The Giant Killer (c.1833) 
The Religious Tract Society: London. p. 2-3. 
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her mother’s request, and the woman transforms into a fairy and informs the mother that she 

will ‘reward [her] daughters according to their merits’.104 Any reader familiar with the 

tempestuous nature of fairies would know that no bad deed goes unpunished in fairy tales, and 

might anticipate that things are not going to end well for Blanch. It is therefore surprising and 

a break from tradition when the fairy determines that Blanch ‘shall be a great queen: the other 

shall have a country farm’.105  

 

However, while Blanch initially enjoys life at the palace, particularly the ‘dresses, balls, and 

plays’, she soon grows tired and begins to feel out of place in her new environment. She 

becomes aware of being scrutinised by her new social circle who refer to her as a “country girl” 

and she learns that the King has begun to question his choice of wife. Feeling dejected and 

alone, she leaves the royal life and returns home to her sister. When she beholds Rosalinda, 

who ‘had grown so plump, and had such an air of content, the queen […] could not forbear 

bursting into tears’, realising that being ‘content is not found in palaces but in the country life’ 

(see Fig 5:2).106 Having been unusually punished with class promotion, Blanch returns to her 

rightful class conveying a “be content with what you have” sentiment that undermines the 

aristocracy and promotes the value of life in the middle.107  

 

 
104 Ibid. p.5. 
105 Ibid. The idea of the disguised beautiful fairy encourages readers not to judge people by their appearance, 
promoting kindness and the idea that such actions will bring their own rewards. Of course, conversely the 
mistreatment of strangers might also bring its own punishment. However, in Abu Casam and his Slippers (1825) 
a rich man is punished for being deceptive and presenting himself as poor indicating that disguising true identity 
is only acceptable for fairies whose agenda is to teach the child a lesson.  
106 Blanch and Rosalinda, p.7. 
107 As discussed in Chapter 3, there is an explicit criticism of making wishes in one of J.Harris’ editions of ‘Tom 
Thumb’ which concludes that the reader should be happy with what they have.  
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Fig 5:2 

 

Beyond fairy tales, there are other books which promote a more traditional view of class 

demotion and convey anxieties about the potentially precarious nature of middle-class wealth.  

The protagonist of The History of Little Louisa; or. Rich and Poor finds herself in a vulnerable 

position when her family lose their wealth and she is forced to enter the world of work.108 The 

formerly spoiled child enters a period of suffering during which her mother dies, and her father 

sets off to India in order to recover his lost fortune.109 Louisa is sent to live with an aunt who 

also dies, and following further family rejection, she is forced to take up the position of ‘an 

apprentice to a straw bonnet maker’.110 Here she observes and endures abuse and hardships 

that are experienced by workers, with a particular emphasis on the suffering of those with 

 
108 The History of Little Louisa; or, Rich and Poor (London: N. Hailes, 1829). 
The introductory essay on the Hockliffe Project website suggests that the riches to rags and back to riches aspect 
of this tale is reminiscent of the style of Charles Dickens.  See The Hockliffe Project, available at: 
hockliffe.dmu.ac.uk. 
109 In a similar representation to the blamed mothers of Chapter 3, Louisa is overindulged by her mother who is 
too weak to discipline her and so she falls foul to the flaw of being spoiled. 
110 Ibid. p.79. Apprenticeship schemes are invariably presented as positive across the Collection but tend to 
focus on male characters who are so committed to their opportunity that gain status and power. For an example, 
see The History of William Waters, and his Ass Bob (West Yorkshire, 1815). 
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disabilities. She is sensitive to both the mistreatment and needs of others whom she seeks to 

help. Louisa shines in this gloomy setting and is superior to the other characters, observing 

their lives with omniscient wisdom. Having regained his fortune, her father returns, and Louisa 

is restored to the life and class she is meant to enjoy.111 There are so many good intentions in 

tales like these which seek to raise social issues and injustices, but they stop short of presenting 

working-class characters as anything other than cruel or pitiful. This shortcoming makes the 

tales appear voyeuristic as characters embark on an exercise of class tourism where they take 

in the degradation before leaving again. 

 

The problematic relationship between social class and deservedness is further emphasised 

through stories that depict rich characters with negative personality traits who subsequently 

lose their money and social standing. These stories also reinforce the message that only the 

virtuous will be rewarded and that the bad will be punished.112 The Fortunate Man tells of a  

good and generous man who was changed by winning the lottery, after which he became selfish 

and idle, which in turn brings about his downfall and he is reduced to living in poverty and 

begging for his food.113 A father relates this story to his son, and he states that the man’s 

offences ‘did not long remain unpunished’ as he became ‘an object of contempt to all honest 

people’.114 It is valid to argue that wealth is not enough and that a person should also be 

virtuous. However, punishing with poverty risks creating the impression that those who are 

victims of it are there because they are deservedly punished.  

 
111 The History of Little Louisa; or, Rich and Poor (1829). Another example is found in the tale: The Adventures 
of Little James and Mary, James is kidnapped by gypseys and reduced to a beggar boy. He is sold to a chimney 
sweep and onto a ship, but always acts with humility and is eventually re-united with his father. L. Watkins 
(1813) The Adventures of Little James and Mary. Dean and Munday: London.  
112 Although primarily secular, there are tales that attribute the loss or gain of wealth with punishment or reward 
by God, and further reinforce the correlation between wealth and deservedness.  
113 The Fortunate Man or, Poverty to Riches (London: Witrow and Co, nd). 
114 Ibid. p.25. The child hearing the story expresses anxieties about the corruptive potential of wealth and 
resolves to remain as he is which is presumed to be middle-class. This promotes a “them and us” mentality and 
warns of the corruptive potential of money. 
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Fairy tale giants are frequently punished for misusing their wealth and power to oppress other 

members of their community which often includes the misuse of land and the domination of 

resources.115 Such abuses of power are also explored in the History of the Basket Maker; or, 

Vanity Reproved and Industry Rewarded when a rich man tries to force a basket maker to sell 

his land, but he refuses on account of it supplying the materials he needs for his trade.116 The 

rich man responds with acts of vandalism and violence and the two find themselves placed 

before the King who sends them to an island where they encounter ‘fierce savages’ whose 

aggression is abated upon beholding the skills of the basket maker; the rich man is humbled by 

their perceiving of him to be the basket maker’s assistant.117 Aside from the deeply problematic 

depictions of race and the suggestion that weaving naturally grown materials would be awe-

inspiring to any society, the story shows a rich man shamed and humbled by a member of the 

class below. In his assessment of a similar version, O’Malley rightly argues that the tale ‘turns 

the moral to middle-class ends with its critique of the parasitic upper classes’.118 

 

Class struggles are addressed in ‘The Little Gleaner’ which features in Theatres of Youth and 

depicts a woman and her daughter who have fallen into poverty following the death of the 

father.119  In this tale, young Emily is falsely accused of stealing the corn and is placed before 

the estate owner, Lord Bevil, who is so impressed by Emily’s manners and apparent education 

that he enquires about her family background. It is soon realised that Emily’s late father was a 

military comrade of the Lord whose life her father had saved. The pair are now perceived very 

differently from before; the Lord marries the mother and Emily is restored to her rightful place. 

Readers are therefore encouraged to be compassionate to the poor as they could be members 

 
115 The offences of fairy tale giants are discussed in detail in Chapter 2 of this thesis. 
116 The History of the Basket Maker; or, Vanity Reproved and Industry Rewarded: A Peruvian Tale 
(Chelmsford: I. Marsden, nd). 
117 Ibid. 
118 O’Malley, p.62. 
119 ‘The Little Gleaner’ in Theatre of Youth (Huddersfield: Brook and Lancashire, nd). 
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of the middle classes who have fallen on hard times, although this will soon become apparent 

for all to see. 

 

The Wrong Class: Improved Characters  

This final section will look specifically at how revisions made to traditional fairy stories during 

this period altered the hero’s social class. The fairy tales of the Hockliffe Collection provide 

firm evidence of the nineteenth-century trend of editing fairy tales to fit with broader 

pedagogical ideas.120 Scholars such as Zipes recognise this as a transitionary period during 

which the tales were appropriated into the bourgeois culture and adjusted to complement 

ideological aspirations. The alterations can be minimal, such as slight changes to the language, 

or, as demonstrated in Chapters 2 and 3, they can completely alter the tone and characterisation 

of a story.121 This thesis demonstrates the nuanced, but consistent, intertextual relationships 

between the edited fairy tales and didactic morality tales. As already argued, this is mostly to 

the detriment of fairy tales which become harsh and clumsy under the heavy hand of pedagogy. 

However, given that there was clearly a market for fairy tales that appeared to have been 

cleansed of potentially corruptive material, these versions bridged a gap.122  

 

The revisions do suggest that writers were faced with an insurmountable challenge, namely, to 

enhance the morality of the hero through the removal of theft and deception while 

simultaneously retaining the scenes where he runs away with the giant’s money.  The answer 

 
120 Many of the fairy tales of the Hockliffe Collection are familiar ‘classic’ tales but with alterations that range 
from slight i.e. minor language revisions, to significant i.e. plot and character changes.  
121 Chapter 2 addresses the changes made to the punishments of the giant which includes the study of both 
traditional and original nineteenth-century tales. Chapter 3 examines how the tales were altered to accommodate 
the axiom “spare the rod, spoil the child”, which inevitably introduced a critique of mothers who fail in that 
obligation. 
122 As discussed in Chapter 3 these fantasy tales were almost certainly intended to be entertaining and 
humorous, but when reproduced within the context of didactic children’s books they appeared to be rewarding 
undesirable behaviour and so they were revised.  
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was to weave in an entitlement which then absolved the theft.  However, the introduction of a 

back story which reveals a birth right inevitably alters the character’s true social class.123 

Considerable scholarly attention has been paid to the addition of the fairy scene in Benjamin 

Tabart’s ‘Jack and the Beanstalk,’ and the findings of Chapter 3 contribute to this discussion 

through an in-depth analysis of the alterations made to the mother.124 Here, consideration of 

the back story turns attention towards how this scene engages with issues of social class.125 

When the fairy reveals to Jack that his father was a rich and kind man murdered by the giant 

who subsequently stole his wealth, Jack’s true class identity is revealed, and it becomes 

apparent that due to a disinheritance plot his impoverished peasant existence was never meant 

for him. This is no longer just a tale about a lazy peasant; it is a tale of suffering and class 

injustice as Jack has been denied his true socioeconomic status.126 There are some issues with 

applying a Marxist reading to fairy tales, as Dee Ashliman argues: ‘with rare exceptions, these 

struggles are not class conflicts, but rather individual battles. The final victory is virtually never 

that of an exploited class over a privileged class, but rather one hero over one tyrant […they 

are] individual, not class victories’.127 However, she concedes that ‘individual episodes’ can 

provide ‘credible examples of class consciousness and the critique of bourgeois and upper-

class values, as championed by Marxism’.128 A large study such as this demonstrates how 

 
123 Zipes argues that original tales were diluted with morality but were not considered to be as threatening by the 
latter part of the century. See Zipes, Breaking the Magic Spell, p.15. 
124 Tabart’s version of the tale claims to be ‘printed from the original manuscript. Never before Published’. For a 
more detailed discussion of this tale see Chapter 3. The History of Jack and the Beanstalk.  
125 Further analysis of the fairy scene can be found in Chapter 3. It is generally accepted that the scene was 
added by Tabart and appears in most versions up until the latter part of the century. 
126 This is contradictory to the peasant to riches plot, as noted by Ashliman the protagonist tends to come from 
the proletariat but rises to the top of society. Noting that these tend to be individual victories rather than class 
triumphs. See Dee L. Ashliman, Folk and Fairy Tales: A Handbook (Connecticut and London: Greenwood 
Press, 2004), p.47-48. Rosen argues that tales such as Jack engages with the class system by using wish-
fulfilment to triumph over the ‘gigantic wealthy one’. However, the versions of ‘Jack and the Beanstalk studied 
here are more about entitlement than the traditional versions. See Michael Rosen ed., Worker’s Tales:  Socialist 
Fairy Tales, Fables, and Allegories from Great Britain (Princeton and Oxford: Princeton University Press, 
2018), p.12. 
127 Ibid. p.147. 
128 Ibid.  
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shared ideas about individual experiences can combine to create a class consciousness in which 

the socially privileged always triumphs.  

 

Tabart’s revisions did not extend to altering Jack’s disposition at the beginning of the tale which 

is ‘indolent, careless and, extravagant’, but as demonstrated in Chapter 3, the mother is blamed 

for his flaws, and they are more indicative of her failures than his true potential.129 Hourihan 

argues that the later ‘Victorian hero, though not necessarily aristocratic, is always a 

“gentleman”, a member of the dominant social class […which] implies an intellectual and 

moral superiority which justifies and naturalises the class structure of society’.130 Part of Jack’s 

character arc is his personal improvement from what Warner describes as a ‘wastrel’ to the 

brave hero.131 In this particular version, his development begins when he meets the fairy who, 

within the mother context, finally extends to the youth some much-needed discipline.132 

However, when considered within the theme of class superiority, his transformation can also 

be attributed to his realising his true class heritage.  

 

A similar consequence is found in George Cruikshank’s retelling of ‘Puss in Boots’ which also 

introduces a clumsy back story in an attempt to justify the killing of the ogre and the subsequent 

theft of his estate.133 The ending of Cruikshank’s version reveals that the ogre in fact stole the 

estate from an ancestor of the miller’s son; the cat was formerly known as Thomas, the game- 

 
129 The History of Jack and the Beanstalk (B. Tabart), p.3. 
130 Hourihan, p.62. 
131 Warner, No Go The Bogeyman, p.314. 
132 See Chapter 3 where the significance of the mother and fairy are considered in within the context of 
disciplining Jack. 
133 The revisions made to both ‘Jack and the Beanstalk’ and ‘Puss in Boots’ transform the tale type from a ‘rise 
fairy tale’ to a ‘restoration fairy tales’ as changes mean that the protagonists are restored to their wealth. 
Bottigheimer (2010). There is a focussed assessment of George Cruikshank in Chapter 2. The theft of property 
is also rejected in Alfred Crowquill’s ‘Kindness and Cruelty; or, The Grateful Ogre’ which depicts a hero who 
has ample opportunity to kill and rob the sick ogre but instead opts for kindness and co-operation. There is 
further analysis of this story in Chapter 2. Crowquill, Famous Fairy Tales.  
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keeper who had been employed on the estate. Like Jack, the miller’s son is restored to his true 

class, and the cat’s dubious morality is exonerated.  

 

Conclusion 

The chapter has drawn on a range of texts and explored the varying ways that working-class 

people are punished and undermined in nineteenth-century children’s literature. The views of 

writers like Locke and Godwin convey fears about the potential for working-class people to 

exert a negative influence over middle-class children. With this aspersion comes the 

assumption that servants and other working-class people are stupid, dangerous and crass, a 

view which offers some explanation for their being silenced in stories.  

 

Of course, such vehement protestations could be indicative of an entirely different view 

whereby parents and children actually valued the people with whom they shared their homes134 

Children were wet nursed in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries and, for many of this class, 

their nurturing would have continued to be delivered by paid caregivers.135 In such 

circumstances, it appears most likely that emotional attachments would form. Linda Pollock’s 

study of the relationship between parents and their children between 1500 and 1900, found 

that, despite the impressions given, parents in previous centuries sought co-operative 

relationships with their children and acts of cruelty were not the norm.136 Pollock’s research 

provides an alternative view of family life that might have caused alarm to some groups who 

discredited those of the lower classes to justify their view of their own naturally ordained social 

superiority. 

 

 
134 See O’Malley, p.41, citing Godwin p.204. And Locke, Some Thoughts, p.127. 
135 Pollock, p.213. 
136 Ibid. 
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Part of this discreditation is to associate wealth with deservedness. This fantasy is appealing 

and shuts down any need to further interrogate social inequities associated with capitalism. 

There were anxieties about losing wealth and, in this scenario, middle-class superiority shines 

and characters manage to return to their original class. Class demotion tends to present a bleak 

world which anyone would desire to leave. Like other stories which promote generosity to the 

poor, they fail to successfully navigate and highlight people’s needs without reducing them in 

terms of their humanity. Dalliances in the dangerous world of the lower orders invariably 

involves violence and a swift escape as there are little or no saving graces in this class. There 

is no music, love, laughter, culture, art or expression, just a blend of the violent, vacuous, and 

pitiful – that happen to make up the majority of the population. It is this particular class 

subjectivity and ideology that forms phantoms in the minds of child reader, phantoms that 

occupy a dark world separated by a defended but fragile boundary.  
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Chapter 6 
 

In Search of Humanity: Cruelty, Depravity and Punished 
Bodies in Children’s Stories of the Nineteenth Century. 

 
6:1 Punishment, Animals and the Hockliffe Collection: An 

Introduction 
 

Examining the corpus for representations of punishment pulled together a set of texts that 

explore the relationship between humans and animals from a variety of perspectives. Voices 

are strong, stern, and disapproving. Scenes are often violent, bloody, and emotive as writers 

compete to pull the reader towards their agenda. Socio-political issues are not typically debated 

through these books for children but during the nineteenth century authors used the platform 

to teach readers about how they should engage with animals.1 The stories feature animal 

characters, anthropomorphism and zoomorphism to attract readers, but many are tragic and 

bleak.2 Campaigning for the rights of animals had gained momentum, and a surge in charitable 

organisations secured changes to the law.3 Children’s literature played its part through 

education, raising awareness and shaping new ideologies. In the early nineteenth century there 

was a focus on blaming children for animal abuse with scenes of punishment as sadistic as the 

crimes themselves. Some writers present animals as naive narrators who share their suffering 

and make observations about social injustice; these were countered by others who defend their 

rights to use animals and are dismissive of an overly compassionate attachment. The following 

 
1 Harvey Darton argues that there were three subjects that tend to arise frequently: religion, slavery and animal 
cruelty.  
2 Pinsent suggests children enjoy reading about animals, in part, because it allows the opportunity to imagine 
and explore roles more typically assigned to adults. She also suggests that they are popular with publishers as 
they enable them to avoid controversial issues such as race and gender. See Pat Pinsent, Children’s Literature 
and the Politics of Equality (London: David Fulton Publishers Limited, 1997), p.78. 
3 The Royal Society for the Protection of Animals and the Royal Society for the Protection of Birds were 
established in the nineteenth century. The Cruelty to Animals Act was passed in 1835. 
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is a brief introduction to issues raised in these texts, which is then followed by a section that 

explores the representations of punitive metamorphosis in fairy tales. These texts attempt to 

navigate the problematic relationship between humans and animals, often with a voice so 

dominant that the animal disappears.  

 

Animal Cruelty and the Worst Child 

Stories that engage the animal cruelty motif tend to be explicitly violent and include acts of 

sadism that are intended to shock the reader and gain their approval for the punishment that 

follows.4 Harvey Darton argues that: ‘it is almost inconceivable that so many small boys spent 

so much time as is alleged in pulling the wings off flies, throwing stones at tethered cocks, and 

tormenting puppies and kittens; though it is true that England was a brutal country in that way’.5 

Scholars tend to repeat Darton’s view, expressing doubts about how realistic the depictions are, 

but remain cautious about dismissing them entirely.6 Research in the British Newspaper 

Archive revealed only sporadic instances of animal abuse, but there was considerable coverage 

of parliamentary debates surrounding the ban on blood sports.7 Changes to laws were initiated 

by similar concerns to those raised in Chapter 2, addressing fears about society becoming 

 
4 Tucker cites a letter written by Enid Blyton in which she argues that animal cruelty is the one offence for 
which children should be whipped and indicates that she is confident that most children would agree with her. 
Therefore, writers might have viewed such content as being inclusive of child readers who do not commit such 
acts. See Nicholas Tucker, The Child and the Book: A Psychological and Literary Exploration (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1981), p.107. 
5 Harvey Darton, p.156.  
6 Gillian Avery repeats Darton’s view substituting his choice of animals for her own. She rightly identifies that 
such depictions were primarily a Georgian phenomenon although the bird nesting motif continued to be 
published across the century. Avery Heroes and Heroines, p.37. 
7 Research of the newspaper archive found sporadic incident of animal abuse that are sensational in content and 
written to elicit an emotional response, but newspaper stories were not written for child readers.  Much like 
today, such offences were committed by a minority who were duly charged and punished.  The debate 
surrounding the banning of bloodsports is necessarily explicit as it involves a change to the law. For examples 
of the press coverage of animal cruelty see Berkshire Chronicle – Saturday 14th January 1826 ‘Extraordinary 
Preservation of Dog’ http://www.britishnewspaperarchive.co.uk. And Carmarthen Weekly Reporter – Friday 5th 
September 1894 ‘Torturing a Dog’ http://www.britishnewspaperarchive.co.uk. An article published in the 
Morning Post (1802) explicitly equates participation in blood sports with the brutalisation of manners. 
[Accessed: November 2018]. 
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uncivilised through participation in violent social practices.8 Another explanation for the 

prevalence of the motif is the significant influence of John Locke’s child-rearing guide: Some 

Thoughts Concerning the Education of Children, which includes a lengthy passage on the 

importance of children being taught to be kind to animals.9 

 

The subject also provided writers with the opportunity to engage with sensational scenes that 

challenge the notion of the innocent child, and this in itself might offer some explanation for 

the false perception of frequency as it makes the tales memorable.10 Readers are confronted 

with an extreme representation of the intentionally detestable child, which justifies and excuses 

the subsequent violent punishment.11 The acts of retributive violence inflicted on the child’s 

body are a warning to readers who might enjoy hurting animals and justice for those who are 

upset by it. As Margaret Blount argues: ‘kind children may have been made unhappy by them 

while cruel or amoral children would have merely been given ideas’.12 Regardless of the 

morality of the reader, the majority of stories make it clear that perpetrators of animal cruelty 

will be despised and punished most severely. 

 

 
8 Chapter 2 discusses how the acceptability of violence was reassessed during in eighteenth and nineteenth 
centuries which resulted in significant ideological shifts in society.  
9 Locke claims to have observed children mistreating animals with apparent pleasure and warns parents that they 
should deter such activity. He argues that harming animals will ‘harden their minds even towards men’ which is 
a significant issue of animal abuse as it raises questions about the sort of adult the child will become. He advises 
that children are raised to respect all living beings and not kill or cause harm – with a caveat for butchers. 
Locke, Some Thoughts, p.178-179. Most scholars draw on Locke in their analysis of the animal cruelty motif in 
children’s texts. See Margaret Blount, Animal Land: The Creatures of Children’s Fiction (London: William 
Morrow and Company, 1974). 
10 The study of the representations of punishment found that just over ten percent included animals themes. The 
scholarship gives the impression of a higher prevalence which might be on account of a false perception caused 
by the sensational nature of the content.  
11 Ascione considers the question of how children can be expected to navigate the nuances between justified and 
unjustified violence. He refers the work of late nineteenth century writer Sarah Eddy who wrote Friends and 
Helpers, and asked how children, who are subjected to corporal punishments, can be expected to be non-violent 
towards animals. Frank, R. Ascione, Children and Animals: Exploring the Roots of Kindness and Cruelty. 
(Indiana: Purdue University Press, 2005), p.11. 
12 Blount, p.50. 
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Several books within the corpus feature explicit scenes of violence which some readers might 

find offensive. However, as Nicholas Tucker argues:  ‘there is a need for literature with more 

bite, particularly when it comes to stories which recognise less socialised, more aggressive 

sides to childhood’ as these might ‘reflect small children’s occasional anger at being 

continually controlled by those bigger than themselves’.13 Tales which invoke feelings of anger 

and awe can be pleasurable as they allow the child to express frustrations vicariously, and given 

the nature of the offences, they may feel upset and angry in equal measure. Various 

psychological studies of children were conducted during the nineteenth century, some of which 

are explored by Frank Ascione, who examines the way that animal-themed literature has been 

used to promote ‘humane values in children’.14 The studies indicated that children required 

further education about different species and their needs, so it is appropriate that their stories 

explore the subject.15 A study conducted by Norman Triplett in 1903 asked children to write a 

story ‘about the meanest boy or girl you ever knew’ along with an explanation for their choices, 

and one in ten thought that the meanest child would be one who hurts animals.16  The animal 

cruelty motif also occurs in around ten percent of the corpus, suggesting that authors thought 

 
13 Tucker, p.55. 
14 Ascione, p.11. 
15 Ascione draws together a number of scientific studies that attempted to better understand how children 
engaged with animals. The results of a study by G. Stanley-Hall identified that some children struggled to 
identify certain animals including a rabbit suggesting there was a need for greater education. Few of the primary 
texts studied within this chapter would assist with children’s knowledge about real animals and their lives. 
Another study carried out by Hodge in 1899 suggested that while many young children have the capacity to 
empathise with the suffering of an animal, some children showed signs of pleasure. However, this was resolved 
with positive guidance on how to appropriately handle an animal. Again, these findings support the need for 
education and there are a number of texts within the Hockliffe Collection that critique children for the 
mismanagement and neglect of their pets. See Ascione (2005). 
16 Ascione also discusses Norman Triplett’s study of children’s flaws. In addition to the child participants, 
parents and teachers were set a similar task but asked to describe ‘key faults’ in children and neither group 
referred to animal cruelty. Teachers were more concerned with faults such as inattention, carelessness, and 
indifference; parents were concerned with wilfulness, fighting, and bad temper and the children prioritised 
fighting, stealing, and bad conduct such as name calling. However, a key difference between adults and children 
is that the children were asked to recall an actual event and it is therefore possible that animal cruelty was being 
committed to some extent in the children’s domain, unsupervised in outside spaces. See Norman Triplett, ‘A 
Study of the Faults of Children’, The Pedagogical Seminary, 10:2 (2005) 200-238. Available at: 
www.tandfonline.com. [Accessed: November 10th 2018]. Cited in Ascione (2005). 
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in a similar way to the children. Of course, the participants might have been influenced by the 

repetition of the theme in their storybooks. 

 

Texts that present the worst example of childhood cruelty engage with anxieties about a lack 

of empathy in the next generation fears that continue to be expressed today. The correlation 

between animal abuse in childhood and violence in adulthood has been discussed for centuries. 

Gullone and Arkow argue: 

The belief that our treatment of animals is intimately associated with the way we treat 
human beings has a long history in philosophy as is documented in the works of 
classical writers including Pythagoras and Porphyry, medieval scholars including 
Thomas Aquinas, and early philosophers such as Montaigne (1533-1592) and John 
Locke (1632-1704).17 
 

It is, therefore, unsurprising that children’s literature explores themes of humanity, empathy, 

morality, and promotes a positive relationship with animals. However, the texts studied here 

are more indicative of the fears and fantasies of writers than the actual behaviour of children 

or animals.  

 

The Rational Exhibition (1824) features an emotive scene of animal suffering and violence that 

is intentionally graphic and shocking.18 The drama begins when a local magistrate observes a 

boy being cruel to a dog who, having been struck by a carriage, pitifully limps over to the boy 

for assistance.19 The youth is described as a fifteen-year-old son of a tanner, so is, therefore, a 

member of the lower classes and old enough to know better. Interestingly, if class is 

 
17 Eleonora Gullone and Phil Arkow, Animal Cruelty, Antisocial Behaviour, and Aggression: More than a Link 
(Hampshire and New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2012).  
18 The Rational Exhibition (1824), p.58. 
19 There are numerous examples of boys committing sadistic acts upon the bodies of dogs that tend to be 
particularly violent. Given the popularity and close relationship of humans and dogs, they are most likely 
selected enhance the reader’s emotional response. There are also several stories which feature children being 
bitten by dogs that they have either tormented or been told not to touch. An example of the latter is found in 
Cato when a boy’s face is bitten, leaving him scarred for life. The narrator presents his injuries as punishment 
for disobedience. This story also fits in with the safety stories discussed in Chapter 2.  
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emphasised, then it tends to be with reference to individuals at either end of the social scale: 

lower class or aristocratic; and thus offenders therefore come from socio-economic 

backgrounds that differ from the middle-class readership.20 The boy’s response is remarkable, 

as he: ‘first stoned, and then poured a vessel of boiling water on the miserable animal’.21 This 

has allusions to the sort of torturous practices that were imposed on humans during earlier 

periods, as detailed in Foucault’s Discipline and Punish, that had been phased out during the 

eighteenth-century.22 The boy’s actions are reminiscent of a brutal past and justify the acts of 

violence that are subsequently inflicted upon his body.  

 

The magistrate who observed this despicable scene determines that ‘such barbarity deserved to 

be publicly noticed’ and makes an example of the boy in front of a crowd.23 The youth’s 

punishment is described as follows: 

He was imprisoned until the following market-day; then, in the presence of all the 
people, he was conducted to the place of execution by an officer of justice, who read 
him his sentence: “Inhuman young man! Because you did not help an animal which 
implored your assistance by its cries, and which derived from the same God that  gave 
your life; because you added to the tortures of the agonizing beast, and murdered it, the 
council of this city, have sentenced you to wear on your breast the name you deserve, 
and to receive fifty stripes.”24  
 

 
The child has murdered one of God’s creatures and a sign is hung around his neck that reads: 

‘A Savage and inhuman young man!’ and the youth is depicted with a sinister expression (see 

Fig 6:1). The child is dehumanised and marking his body with ‘stripes’ is considered distinct 

 
20 Damaging depictions and the ‘othering’ of lower-class characters is discussed in detail in Chapter 5. In ‘The 
Generous Revenge’ a terrier is tied up and mutilated by the son of a Lord, but his punishment is less severe as 
he is instead humiliated for his actions rather than publicly flogged. See ‘The Generous Revenge’ in Tales of the 
Arbor (1800). Another story titled ‘Passion’ in Take Your Choice presents another upper-class boy who beats 
his dog to death which is observed with scorn by the servants. See Take Your Choice (1805).  
21 The Rational Exhibition (1824), p.59 
22 Foucault describes a scene of torture which includes the pouring of boiling liquids. This scene is used by 
Foucault to emphasise the extreme nature of older punitive systems. Foucault Discipline and Punish, p.3. This 
subject is discussed in greater detail in Chapter 2. 
23 The Rational Exhibition (1824).  
24 Ibid, p.58-59. 
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from the torture imposed on the dog but painful enough to avenge its suffering. The magistrate 

flogs the child twenty-five times before pausing to declare “Inhuman young man! You have 

now felt a very small degree of the pain with which you tortured a helpless animal in its hour 

of death! As you wish for mercy from that God who created all that live, learn humanity for 

the future”.25 He then flogs the boy further twenty-five times.26 It is difficult to separate the 

magistrate from the child as both appear to enjoy inflicting violence on the body of another. 

However, the scene contributes to the ideological shift that condemned torture of humans and 

animals but fails to recognise the hypocrisy in causing fifty wounds as part of an ‘eye for an 

eye’ response.27 Foucault convincingly argues that such harsh punitive actions agitated 

spectators who sympathised with the offender; a significant motivating factor in banning public 

spectacles of punishment was the fear of an uprising.28 Texts like these might have had the 

opposite effect to the one the author imagined making the magistrate appear like a hypocrite. 

 
Fig 6:1 

 

 
25 Ibid. There are no examples of girls be whipped, beaten or flogged in the primary corpus. 
26 Ibid. 
27 Both texts were published by William Darton, and the more extreme text, The Rational Exhibition which depicts 
the most deprived acts of cruelty and punishment carries an additional caveat that criticises those ‘who have 
misplaced their affections on animals, giving up their time and property for their support’. The message is that 
animals should not be treated either too cruelly or too kindly. The latter criticism could indicate that the Georgians 
were attached to animals and enjoyed having pets. The Rational Exhibition (1824), p.47.  
28 See Foucault, Discipline and Punish. 
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However, in The Adventures of Tommy Two-Shoes: Being a Sequel to that of ‘The Modern 

Goody Two-shoes, Mary Elliott counters the idea that acts of animal cruelty justify a violent 

punishment.29 Stephen has caused serious injury to his mother’s beloved canary and, in 

desperation, takes it to Tommy who ‘was never more shocked: the unfeeling child, under the 

idea of taming it, had tied a thread to its tender limb, and dragged it from place to place, until 

the limb was broken’.30 Stephen, anticipating the wrath of his mother, is more fearful than 

remorseful. Upon learning what her son had done: ‘terrible was her passion: Stephen received 

correction too severe to justify a parent or amend the child’.31 The exact nature of the 

punishment is left to the reader’s imagination, but what is clear is that animal cruelty does not 

justify child abuse. The use of the word ‘passion’ is telling as it is frequently used in stories 

which show characters losing control with disastrous consequences.32  It is significant that both 

of the former texts, with their opposing positions on punishment, were published by W.H. 

Darton. The second story, which, is arguably more progressive in terms of punishment, was 

published six years before the story which includes flogging.33 Both stories share an abhorrence 

of animal cruelty but clearly diverge on the subject of punitive solutions. There is no linear 

progression and this accords with Foucault’s view that history is not necessarily progress. 

Publishers produced books they believed would sell and spread their net widely to 

accommodate a variety of tastes and perspectives.34 

 
29 M. Elliott, The Adventures of Tommy Two-Shoes (London: W. Darton, 1818). 
30 Ibid. p.18. There is a similar criticism of boys dragging birds around by a tether in The History of Little Goody 
Two-Shoes (Shropshire: F. Houlston and Son, nd).  
31 Ibid. Somewhat bizarrely, Tommy performs surgery on the bird’s leg and creates an artificial limb. This 
emphasises how Tommy differs from Stephen as he helps rather than harms, the bird. 
32 An example can be found in ‘The Fatal Effects of Passion’ where a young man momentarily loses control, 
striking his far younger sibling who dies as a result. See ‘The Fatal Effects of Passion’ in Tales of the Arbor 
(1800).  
33 Texts explore a range of attitudes towards violence across the early nineteenth century. For example, ‘The 
Generous Revenge’ rejects violence and was published in 1800. The Rational Exhibition, which includes 
extreme violence, was published 24 years later. Different books would have appealed to different consumers. 
See ‘The Generous Revenge’ in Tales of the Arbor (1800) and The Rational Exhibition (1824).  
34 Similar issues are discussed in Chapter 3 in the discussion of alterations made to editions of ‘Tom Thumb’ by 
J. Harris; it is apparent that different views are produced by the same publisher indicating a desire to 
accommodate a variety of perspectives to enhance market appeal.  
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In her collection of Pretty Tales, Eleanor Fenn dismisses a more ‘gentle’ approach to discipline, 

particularly in response to the offence of animal abuse, which suggests that this was a site of 

an ideological struggle that was by no means gendered along predictable lines.35 ‘Johnny 

Badboy’ is the story of an undesirable child who harasses the elderly, climbs trees, launches 

fireworks, plays truant and injures animals. A member of the local clergy, ‘a good man, very 

gentle, […] endeavoured to reclaim Johnny, more by words than stripes: it might have been, 

that if he had been under a tutor, he would have been a better boy’.36  Again, Johnny’s violence 

against animals is emphasised but is somehow distinct from flogging, which is presented as the 

most appropriate method of correction. This criticism of non-physical discipline is emphasised 

by the suggestion that Johnny would have fared better under a firm tutor and the threat of 

violence.37 Johnny’s eventual punishment is consistent with the axiom: an eye for an eye; 

having pricked his finger in pursuit of a butterfly: 

His finger became very bad, and his whole hand much swelled. The doctor was now 
applied to, who found where the thorn lay in a rapid state of mortification, and advised 
the finger be cut off immediately to save his life; this was accordingly done, and he was 
rather more careful for some time about what he meddled with too hastily.38 
 

 
Like other tales of this type, there are allusions to divine justice and the warning that wrongful 

acts will be seen and attract their own punishment.39 The boy who tortured the dog in The 

Rational Exhibition was caught and punished because he was unaware that the magistrate had 

 
35 E. Fenn, ‘Johnny Badboy’ in Pretty Tales (Chelmsford: J. Marsden, c.1820). 
36 Ibid. p.7. 
37 There are a number of stories which feature boys being violently punished at schools so readers are likely to 
infer what is meant by this comment. 
38 Fenn, p.9. This is reminiscent of the sort of accident related punishments discussed in Chapter 3. A child is 
instructed to cease in a particular behaviour, but he continues so is painfully disfigured as a consequence. The 
boy who removes small limbs, loses a small limb the act of a divine justice imposed by an omniscient force. 
39 Punished by Providence is a recurring theme and one example is ‘The Wicked Youth’ with features a cruel 
boy who causes the death of a blind woman and sets his dog on a disabled beggar who receives injuries to his 
legs. The boy’s punishment occurs when he is involved in an accident which results in amputation of his legs. 
He turns to alcohol which makes him go blind; thus, he shares the same afflictions as his victims. See ‘The 
Wicked Youth’ in The New Child’s Friend (London: John Harris and Harvey & Darton, 1806). 
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observed his offences. Foucault emphasises the power and effectiveness of surveillance as 

people who believe they are constantly watched alter their behaviour.40  Omniscience is a 

powerful socialising tool and one that is likely to reverberate with young readers encouraging 

self-modification.  

 

Dominion or Domination?: Conflicting Narratives 

All of the books examined in this section explicitly condemn animal cruelty, but there are 

differing views about what constitutes cruelty. Authors of animal biography tales present a 

variety of animal narrators who make innocent observations and speak on behalf of their 

species.41 Blount suggests that they point out  ‘how cruel, or immoral, or amiable the humans 

are’ in a way that is appealing to young readers who enjoy imagining that animals can speak 

and like the idea of dogs and other animals embarking upon human adventures.42 Some authors 

humanise animals to highlight how they suffer from activities such as hunting, interweaving 

messages from the animal rights’ campaign. However, the specifics of what rights should be 

extended to animals was and is a contentious subject, particularly if they discredit activities 

that have become fundamental to people’s work, religious beliefs and identity. Some of the 

texts engage with the view of dominion, the belief that God created animals for man’s usage 

and thus reject sentimentality.  

 

 
40 The idea of being observed continuously has allusions to the omniscient power of God. In Discipline and 
Punish, Foucault discusses this aspect of Jeremy Bentham's fantasy prison, the 'Panopticon' and argues that fear 
of surveillance results in self-regulation as a method of punishment. Foucault, Discipline and Punish. O’Malley 
discusses how this fear of being watched becomes entangled with feelings of shame which complements the 
Lockean tradition. O’Malley, p.15. 
41 Blount suggests that Aesop and Folk tales present animals as symbolic, figurative beings who feature in 
stories are human to an extent, but didactic animal tales humanise behaviours to such a degree that they become 
human fiction. The animal becomes of secondary significance. See Blount, (1974). 
42 Blount, (1974), p.24. Also see Tucker, (1981). 
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In her Fabulous Histories Designed for the Instruction of Children Respecting their Treatment 

of Animals (1786), Sarah Trimmer encourages ‘compassion to the Animal Creation’ and rejects 

those  who ‘contract habits of tormenting inferior creatures’, but is equally critical of those who 

show ‘immoderate tenderness’ in an attempt to ‘regulate the actions of human beings towards 

those over whom the SUPREME GOVENOR has given the dominion’.43 Writers of this 

tradition sought to educate the child about their place in the natural order. Roger Cox argues 

that the most important features of Trimmer’s animal stories ‘is the way in which children are 

located within the necessary hierarchy, with the need for children to be at once benevolent to 

those beneath (the animals), and deferential to those above (parents)’.44 Benevolent but not 

irrational or emotional. Darton argues that Trimmer:  

and the circle in which she moved were acutely conscious of the superiority of man to 
the brute creation. They were sure Providence had ordained the beasts – the domestic 
ones at least – for our use and benefit, and we could rightly kill and eat them. But we 
must not betray the trust given to us.45   

 

The caveat that the animals must not be mistreated is repeatedly used in an attempt to reduce 

criticism but is highly subjective. Layla AbdelRahim argues that humans tend to view the world 

from a utilitarian perspective, as ‘one that domesticates, owns, manages, consumes, and 

controls the lives of animals and reproduction of resources’.46 Authors whose texts campaigned 

for increased animal rights were challenging this religious argument and, within this study,  

this particular defence becomes less overt later in the century. 

 

 
43 Also see: Roger Cox, Shaping Childhood: Themes of Uncertainty in the History of Adult-Child Relationships 
(London: Routledge, 1996), p.5-6. Sarah Trimmer, Fabulous Histories Designed for the Instruction of Children 
Respecting their Treatment of Animals, 6th edn. (London: T. Longman, G.G.J. and Jo Robinson, 1798). 
44 Ibid. p.101. Also see Mary V. Jackson, Engines of Instruction, Mischief, and Magic: Children’s Literature in 
England from its Beginnings to 1839 (Aldershot: University of Nebraska Press, 1989), p. 168. 
45 Harvey Darton, p.157.   
46 AbdelRahim, np. 
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Arguably the most successful example of dominion over animals is Robinson Crusoe and there 

are several versions within the Hockliffe Collection. Butts describes the tale as ‘a kind of 

romance about divine providence, as the hero sees his shipwreck as a punishment for 

disobeying his father and going to sea, and the story is shot through with Christian meaning’, 

noting how later versions became increasingly secular.47 As demonstrated through earlier 

chapters disobeying parents often brings disastrous consequences and children do not always 

triumph. The appeal of the Robinsonade adventure story is countered by other texts that 

associate life at sea with rejection, hardship and suffering. However, Joachim Heinrich 

Campe’s version, The New Robinson Crusoe (1818), depicts Crusoe has a heroic survivor who 

capitalises on the resources available to him on his island. Crusoe kills several animals, and his 

actions are defended as follows:  

This was not an act of cruelty in Robinson: to kill any living creature without necessity, 
or to torture it, even barely to teaze it, is cruelty, and no good person will do so; but to 
draw all the advantage possible from them, and even to kill them and use their flesh for 
our nourishment, has been expressly permitted by God.48 

 

Robinson’s response to his challenging situation is to carve out his own Eden over which he 

holds complete dominion. His actions are distinguished from acts of cruelty based on need 

which is permitted by God. In her analysis of Defoe’s tale, Rebecca Bullard suggests that 

Crusoe eventually recognises the limitations of his situation and ‘unlike Adam, Crusoe leaves 

his paradise voluntarily and goes back to the coast to work in the hope of redemption’.49 Island 

adventure stories allow readers the opportunity to fantasise about defying their parents, 

travelling to exotic places, and becoming the ruler of their own kingdom. These were countered 

 
47 Butts, p. 24. Avery suggests that Sarah Trimmer disapproved of Robinson Crusoe on the grounds that it 
encouraged a desire for adventures in nature which is a more typically Rousseau. See Avery, p 46.  
48 Joachim, H. Campe, The New Robinson Crusoe, p.31.  
49 R. Bullard ‘Politics, History, and the Robinson Crusoe Story’ in Richetti, J. (ed)  (2018) The Cambridge 
Companion to ‘Robinson Crusoe’. Cambridge University Press: Cambridge. p.89. 
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by tales that undermine this fantasy through the deployment of punishments that feature boys 

being forced into a life at sea; alongside others that depict disastrous journeys.50  

 

One of the most divisive issues is the right to hunt and shoot birds which is either presented as 

an acceptable countryside activity or an assault upon nature. Differences in opinion are often 

based on people’s varying life experiences and cultural beliefs. Tucker rightly argues that 

children raised in rural locations might view animal texts such as Peter Rabbit quite differently 

to those raised in more urban environments. Different perspectives may lead to varying 

interpretations of the appeal of rabbits and Peter’s behaviour.51 Similarly, a scene in Vea and 

her Cousins (1872) that depicts a boy scolding and striking geese might be seen as humorous 

in a rural setting but cruel elsewhere. The writer intended for the scene to be endearing and 

assigns little Joseph baby speech to describe how one of the ganders “hurty my nose […] but 

Joseph strike gander now, and gander is afraid”.52 Joseph’s behaviour is described as ‘valiant’ 

and intended to be entertaining and to empower children who are encouraged to discipline 

animals physically. This text completely contrasts with those that reject any acts of violence 

towards animals. 

 

Animals sit comfortably in the pages of children’s books as they allow the child to humanise 

their thoughts and behaviours forging them into tangible fantasy beings. Maria Nikolajeva 

 
50There are two stories in Nurse Dandlem’s Little Repository of Great Instruction that feature boys reluctantly 
sent to sea. In ‘History of a Bad Boy’ Lucius’s father punishes him for the offences of stealing fruit and bird 
nesting by sending him to sea, resolving that he might be shipwrecked which is part of his punishment and not 
positive. His father accepts that he may never see his son again, which is intended to frighten readers into 
avoiding similar consequences. In ‘The History of a Bad Boy’ a boy is taken by a press gang while playing 
truant from school. See Nurse Dandlem’s Little Repository of Great Instruction (nd).The actions of press gangs 
referred to and described as “military kidnap” in The Dog of Knowledge (London: J. Harris, 1801). Others tales 
suggest that a hard life at sea has the potential to be corrective as flaws will be “knocked out” by the 
experience.  
51 Tucker, (1981). 
52 G. Cupples (1872) Vea and her Cousins (London: T. Nelson and Sons), p.36. As discussed in Chapter 2, 
Alfred Crowquill features a scene which describes a bird being shot which is both justified and illustrated. See 
‘The Two Sparrows’ in Crowquill (1875), Famous Fairy Tales.  
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suggests that ‘anthropomorphic animals – talking, wearing clothes, thinking and behaving like 

humans in separate communities’ draw on the ‘Romantic belief in the child’s unity with 

nature’.53 Children are believed to be akin to the animal on account of their innocence, but also 

through their shared subordination in society. Many of the stories studied here are, to some 

extent, politically motivated and present the animal in its natural form to add realism and 

emphasise suffering. Pat Pinsent notes that some tales are located in a ‘totally human 

environment’ but feature ‘abilities and language which appear beyond those of “real” 

animals’.54 Combining realism and fantasy encourages relatability and empathy, and levels the 

life of the child with that of the animal; a concept that would be objectionable to those who 

seek to uphold a natural hierarchy.55  

 

Aidan Chambers argues that the relationship between humans and animals requires 

fictionalisation as people would not want to read stories about reality.56 Some of the animal 

biography stories seek a middle ground by confronting the reader with scenes of realistic 

violence, but with a humanised voice, intended to both charm and appal. Chambers suggests 

that animals allow young children to emotionally access the story, as their ‘range of 

experiences, of images, which you can assume to be common knowledge, is very narrow 

[…and] you cannot build up a rounded character through the lengthy description, incident or 

dialogue. Therefore you use animal characters’.57 Who better to speak up in their defence but 

the animals themselves whom each carry their own distinct meaning.58 However, writers often 

 
53 Maria Nikolajeva (2000) From Mythic to Linear: Time in Children’s Literature (London: Scarecrow Press, 
2000), p.50. 
54 Pat Pinsent, Children’s Literature and the Politics of Equality (London: David Fulton Publishers Limited, 
1997), p.74. 
55 For example, a bird might exist in its natural environment but describe human familial relations and emotional 
connections. See Knatchbull-Hugessen, E.H. ‘The History of a Rook’ in Tales at Tea-Time (1877). 
56 Stories do not tend to feature representations of how animals are slaughtered etc. See Chambers, ‘The Reader 
in the Book’ in Hunt, (1985), pp.34-58. 
57 Ibid. p.47. 
58 For example, through fables and repetition we associate slyness with the fox, duty with the dog. Dominion 
writers often present animals, associated with hunting pursuits, as villains which justifies their punishment and 
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failed to strike the right balance, resulting in upsetting scenes of blood and violence, but as 

Blount concedes: ‘perhaps certain things did need saying’.59  

 

The specifics of what needed saying are often detailed and multifaceted. The tale of Cato; or, 

Interesting Adventures of a Dog of Sentiment (1816) is narrated by a dog and includes an 

anecdote about a child who is accidently shot while playing with a gun. The episode is intended 

to warn parents against leaving out guns to deter children from touching them. However, it is 

not a critique of owning guns or shooting, which is made explicitly clear by a somewhat random 

defence of shooting crows. The birds are villainised, and shooting is justified through emotive 

descriptions of how they peck out the eyes of lambs.60 Punishing birds for offences such as 

these is selective and hypocritical considering the human use for lambs. Contrastingly,  

Knatchbull-Hugessen’s ‘History of a Rook’ selects a member of the Carrion family to elicit 

sympathy from the reader.61 This story was published in the same year as Black Beauty (1877) 

but is less successful as it is excessively tragic and misplaced among the author’s other witty 

tales.62 The narrating rook describes seeing a pile of dead birds, ‘a goodly array of murdered 

victims’ which is followed by the death of his sibling:  

the fatal bullet shot my brother in the breast, and passed through from breast to back, 
left behind only a lifeless carcase from which the bright young light had passed away 
forever. The body of my innocent brother fell with a heavy thud on the ground 
beneath.63  

 

 
death. Fairy tales tend to associate hunting with male prowess and include violent scenes and more exotic 
animals such as bears ('Fortunatus'), elephants ('Sinbad the Sailor') and tigers (Henry Morley’s 'Tigers Claw'). 
59 Margaret Blount argues that prior to the arrival of the RSPCA, greater education was needed. Blount, p.50. The 
RSPCA were directly involved in the production of Anna Sewell’s Black Beauty, the success of which 
demonstrates that, when done right, this story type successful in terms of both sales and social impact.  
60 Cato; or, Interesting Adventures of a Dog of Sentiment (London: J. Harris, 1816), p.57. 
61 Crows remain controversial as they compete with humans and a recent shooting ban in the United Kingdom 
proved objectionable to some groups of society. 
62 The other tales are fairy tales and the combination is most likely an attempt to broaden the appeal to 
consumers. This tradition of merging different tale types under the umbrella of ‘fairy tales’ began with the 
Grimms who, according to Bottigheimer, included religious, cautionary and animal tales in their magical 
collection. See Bottigheimer, 2010, p.8. 
63 Knatchbull-Hugessen, E.H. ‘The History of a Rook’ in Tales at Tea-Time, p.82. 
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The angry bird objects to the term ‘sportsman’ and dehumanises the hunter by describing him 

as a ‘cruel rook-killing monster’.64 Knatchbull-Hugessen presents a strong anti-hunting 

sentiment, but in a manner that is unrelenting, upsetting and very likely to have disengage the 

reader. This approach to storytelling is likely to have attracted disdain from pro-hunting 

communities. 

 

Regardless of writers’ ideological views, the decision to write about animal suffering made a 

valuable contribution to social change and improved the rights of animals. A focus on 

punishment draws attention to who and what is being criticised, allowing nuanced views and 

ideas to emerge. However, if children are believed to hold a particular affection and affinity 

with animals, then many of these stories are unprincipled, as they entice children in before 

hitting them with upsetting scenes.65 Some tales are more entertaining than others, and readers 

might have enjoyed exploring sensational violence and controversial issues. The focus on 

animals is really used to question and explore the boundaries of humanity, and this subject will 

be considered further in the following section which explores the human and animal 

relationship through the lens of punitive metamorphosis.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
64 Ibid. p.83. 
65 A problematic aspect of children’s literature is explored by Jacqueline Rose (1994) who critiques the 
undeniable presence of the adult in children’s stories.  
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6:2 Animal Metamorphosis: Punitive transformations, Broken 

Promises and Virtuous Sacrifice in Nineteenth-Century 

Fairy Tales 
Metamorphosis: An Introduction 

The notion of metamorphosis has delighted readers of all ages for generations and provides 

writers with a rich topos from which to explore complex issues about morality, split personas, 

and ruptured identities in a way that is both unambiguous and aesthetically pleasing. Gallagher 

and others argue that the most influential source for this literary phenomenon is Ovid’s epic 

poem Metamorphoses. He states that ‘in all its various manifestations’ metamorphosis provides 

‘a complicated, differentiated, intricate and multi-faceted concept that writers in ‘World 

Literature’ of all genres have continuously adapted, modified and represented to great effect 

over hundreds of years’.66 Humans are transmogrified into non-humans resulting in monstrous 

forms that conceal the true identity of the person contained within. The possibilities and 

combinations are bountiful and limited only by the writer’s imagination. Marina Warner also 

discusses the impact of Ovid, but observes that he too was influenced by ‘material he found in 

his Greek predecessors’ which he subsequently ‘fashioned, transformed, and, in many 

instances, reconfigured ancient myths as well as inventing new ones’.67 This ancient literary 

theme is fluid, adaptable and has inspired storytellers throughout the ages, enabling them to 

create fantastical beings that transgress the boundaries between human and nonhuman. Warner 

suggests that metamorphosis, or ‘shape-shifting,’ as she terms it, also broadly belongs to the 

tradition of ‘metempsychosis, the Pythagorean doctrine which holds that the soul, or essence 

of something or some person, migrates from one body to another’.68 Historical storytelling 

 
66 David Gallagher, Metamorphosis: Transformations of the Body and the Influence of Ovid’s Metamorphoses 
on Germanic Literature of the Nineteenth and Twentieth Centuries (New York and Amsterdam: Rodopi, 2009), 
p.11.  
67 Marina Warner, Fantastic Metamorphoses, Other Worlds: Ways of Telling the Self (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2002), p.2. 
68 Warner, Fantastic Metamorphoses, p.3. 
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traditions, cultural beliefs and customs adopt the theme of metamorphosis for varying reasons. 

Typically, an act of transgression attracts the wrath of a supernatural being who creates a 

mutant creature that is strangely alluring and allows the reader to explore fantasies about an 

alternative existence.  

 

This section will explore representations of punitive metamorphosis that appear in nineteenth-

century fairy tales held within the Hockliffe Collection.69  The comparative analysis will 

consider three tales that all feature animal metamorphosis. The first two are ‘Beauty and the 

Beast’ and ‘The White Cat’, originally published by Madame d’Aulnoy in the seventeenth 

century before being subjected to various rewrites and abridgements across the following two 

centuries. The third is ‘The Toad’s Wife’, written by Henry Morley and published as part of 

Henry Morley’s Fairy Tales (1867) which has received no scholarly attention to date.70 

Punitive animal metamorphosis tends to be imposed upon characters whose transgressions 

bring their humanity into question. The inflicted curse is followed by a disenchantment clause 

that is almost impossible to achieve and often requires that the hybrid proves their “humanness” 

to a third party. These stories explore what it means to be human and how that human essence 

can be demonstrated through actions and deeds. Dark spells cast long shadows and warn 

readers of the dangers of breaking promises and not honouring commitments while also 

promoting the value of personal development and improvement over time. Most hybrids 

succeed in winning back their human skin - but others will be less fortunate. 

 

 
69 The selection of the primary sources for this thesis are discussed in further detail in Chapter 1. 
70 The primary texts for this comparative analysis include three editions of ‘Beauty and the Beast’: ‘Beauty and 
the Beast: An Entertaining Moral Tale from the French’ in Popular Tales (London: J. Harris, 1810); Beauty and 
the Beast: A Tale for the Entertainment of Juvenile Readers (Glasgow: J. Lumsden and Son, c.1820), and ‘Beauty 
and the Beast’ in Court of Oberon (1823) J. Harris and Son: London.  
There are two versions of the ‘White Cat’: ‘Story of Prince Lupin’ in The Stories of Prince Lupin, The Yellow 
Dwarf, Little George, and Little Red Riding Hood. (London: Oliver and Boyd, c.1808-1840), and ‘The White Cat’ 
in Tabart’s Collection of Popular Stories for the Nursery. Morley’s tale appears in his fairy tale volume: ‘The 
Toad’s Wife’ in H. Morley, Fairy Tales by Henry Morley (London: Cassell, 1867). 
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Arguably, one of the most appealing aspects of fairy tales is their instability, as the presence of 

magic makes the unimaginable both plausible and possible. Tatar suggests that this is all part 

of a tradition ‘which shows us figures endlessly shifting their shapes, crossing borders, and 

undergoing change’.71  In this fantastical world, boundaries that initially appear as familiar and 

fixed alter and reveal themselves to be flexible and permeable. Reassurance comes from the 

surety that, good or bad, characters will receive only what they deserve. Traversing boundaries 

through metamorphism tends to be entertaining and enchanting rather than horrific and abject. 

Magical beings (typically witches or fairies) travel the land carrying out spontaneous morality 

tests on unsuspecting individuals; these shapeshifters typically conceal their true identity and 

adopt a form that is tailored to make things more difficult for the unwitting participant.72  These 

stern judges dispassionately reward and condemn in equal measure, showing little mercy for 

those who fail. Such stories teach readers to be mindful that words and deeds can have far-

reaching consequences and that a flippant remark might result in unimaginable punishment.73 

Punitive metamorphoses in fairy tales often feature scenes in which the enchanter transforms 

the offending human into a beast of some kind which, as Warner observes, is tailored to ‘fit the 

crime’.74 These vengeful spells frequently come with a ‘get out’ clause that is difficult to fulfil 

and often depend upon the arrival of a third party who unknowingly holds power to break the 

 
71 Maria Tatar ‘Why Fairy Tales Matter: The Performative and the Transformative’, Western Folklore, 69 
(2010), 55–64 (p.55). JSTOR, www.jstor.org/stable/25735284. [November 15th 2018]. 
72 The disguise is typically that of an old hag which is intended to test the compassion and kindness of the 
unwitting participant. In Charles Perrault’s Diamonds and Toads (1697) the second sister anticipates an old 
woman in rags and so the fairy instead appears as a beautiful woman who the sister fails to assist and is 
punished accordingly. See C. Perrault, Puss in Boots and Diamonds and Toads (London: Tabart & Co, 1806). 
73 Perrault’s Diamonds and Toads (1697) places particular emphasis on the power of words, both the reward and 
punishment are metaphors for positive and negative words. The sister who chose kind words is rewarded with 
precious gemstones falling from her mouth. Contrastingly, the sister who chose cruel words is punished with 
reptiles and amphibians falling from her mouth. People are so horrified by this sight that the unkind sister is 
rejected from her home, community and dies alone. The power of words is also explored through tales which 
punish children, particularly boys, for lying and attract particularly cruel punitive measures. For an example of 
the consequences of lying, see M. Edgeworth, ‘Little Dog Trusty’ in Early Lessons (London: Joseph Johnson, 
1801). 
74 M. Warner, Fantastic Metamorphoses, Other Worlds: Ways of Telling the Self (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2002), p.7. 



 263 

spell.75 From the moment of transformation, the character enters a cycle, a tradition identified 

by Vladimir Propp and discussed by Hasse, who argues that fairy tales ‘hinge on cyclic 

transformations between enchantment and disenchantment’ which explore the ‘reversible 

transition between contrasted aspects of dramatis personae’.76 Both the concealment and the 

reveal are equally important as they allow for the exploration of, what Haase describes as, 

‘paradoxical traits […] through contrasted aspects of themselves’.77 When a creature appears 

as an animal but presents unanticipated behaviours, their humanity becomes all the more 

apparent to the reader. 

 

However, these hybrids have little to do with actual animals in terms of their natural behaviour 

or habitat.  Seifert suggests that there is a consensus among scholars that such transformations 

are essentially ‘a psychological or moral quest in which the animal likeness has little or nothing 

to say about nonhuman existence’.78 These are not tales intended to raise awareness of lived 

animal experiences; as Maria Lassén-Seger argues, ‘the human typically retains their human 

day to day life just with the appearance of an animal’.79 This is evident in ‘Beauty and the 

Beast’ and ‘The White Cat’ as both of the hybrid beings appear as animals, but retain their 

aristocratic homes, clothing, servants and lifestyle. However, Lassén-Seger argues that ‘human 

needs and interests [are] made more visible in the process of reflecting humanity in the 

otherness of the animal’.80 The strange hybrid form invites the reader to seek out their hidden 

 
75 For example, ‘Beauty and the Beast’, ‘The White Cat’, and ‘The Frog King’ all require a new character 
(Beauty, the prince and princess respectively) to enter the story and spend sufficient time with the them before 
completing specific actions that deactivate the spell.  
76 The Greenwood Encyclopaedia of Folktales and Fairy Tales: Q-Z, ed. by Donald Haase (Westport, 
Connecticut, and London: Greenwood Publishing Group, 2008), p.982. See Propp (2010) Morphology. 
77 Ibid. p.983 
78 Lewis, C. Seifert, ‘Animal-Human Hybridity in d'Aulnoy's ‘Babiole’ and ‘Prince Wild Boar’’, Marvels & 
Tales, 25 (2011) 244–260 (p.246). JSTOR, www.jstor.org/stable/41389001. [Accessed: November 12th 2018]. 
79 Maria Lassén-Seger, ‘Exploring otherness: changes in the child-animal metamorphosis motif’ in T. Van der 
Walt, F. Fairer-Wessels, and J. Inggs, Change and Renewal in Children’s Literature (Westport, Connecticut and 
London: Praeger, 2006), pp.39-46 (p.35). 
80 Ibid.  
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humanity and, consequentially, the significance of the animal is reduced. These stories are 

primarily concerned with the human experience, and the animal form enhances dramatic 

tensions associated with concealment and denied autonomy, the body of an animal is just one 

method of obscuring the human form. 

 

Representations of animal/human hybrids are highly engaging as the reader is invited to 

imagine what it would be like to experience the world through the body of another species 

while retaining human thought and emotion. Nicholas Tucker argues that in fairy tales, ‘talking 

animals are popular because this is how young children imagine animals to be, and later on, 

perhaps when they know better, how they would like them to behave, at least in the 

imagination’.81 Many children enjoy imagining that animals think as they do, which makes the 

character and their story more relatable. This desire is explored by writers of animal biography 

tales who use a human voice and sensibilities to narrate episodes of animal suffering, often 

with a socio-political agenda.82 Various forms of anthropomorphism are explored in children’s 

literature of the nineteenth century and continue to be popular today. Like the humans cursed 

by zoomorphism, anthropomorphic animals also display human-like thoughts and behaviours 

that are apparent through their narration and inner dialogue and additional aesthetic features 

such as clothing. However, they are quite different from zoomorphic humans as the punitive 

 
81 Tucker, (1981). 
82 Anna Sewell’s Black Beauty (1877) encapsulates the idea of humanising an animal to invoke feelings of 
empathy among readers and proved the power of literature in promoting kindness to animals. Nineteenth-
Century examples within the Hockliffe Collection include: C. Crowe, Pippie’s Warning; or, Mind Your Temper 
(London: Arthur Hall & Co, 1848); E Fenwick, The Life if the Famous Dog Carlo (London: Tabart & Co, 
1809). Animals are also used, on occasion, to discipline children who misbehave, see M. Edgeworth, ‘The 
Orange Man’ in Harry and Lucy (London: Longman, Brown & Co, 1856). As discussed in the introduction to 
this chapter, the socio-political agenda of the animal biography tales is countered by writers who also shared in 
an abhorrence of animal cruelty while defending man’s rights of dominion. This frequently emerges through the 
defence of hunting and other country pursuits. See Ascione (2005); Blount, (1974); Pinsent (2016). 
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transformations seek to reject the animal form and reveal the human within, while, 

contrastingly, the anthropomorphic creatures seek to reveal the base needs of the animal.83  

 

The examples of punitive metamorphosis present in nineteenth-century fairy tales draw on 

long-established literary traditions that have little to do with socio-political agendas. However, 

they are successful because the extraordinary hybrids produce imagery that Tatar argues is so 

‘startling, magical, and unreal that it often produces a jolt’.84 Jolts as forms of cognitive 

dissonance tend to enhance reader engagement, and, as Gallagher argues, metamorphoses have 

‘the effect of producing shock or surprise […] which often carry with them the idea of a moral 

lesson’.85 The volatility of the enchanter, unexpected transformations and damning 

punishments takes the reader through a thrilling fantastical cycle that administers a 

comparatively small dose of moral guidance in a way that tantalises the imagination.    

 

Partial Metamorphosis and Dreams in Nineteenth-Century Fairy Tales 

There are a couple of stories within the corpus which feature partial transformations that appear 

as unwanted zoomorphic mutations erupting from the body. Gallagher argues that ‘punitive 

metamorphoses act as a warning of what might happen if certain social, moral or religious 

codes are not upheld within society,’ and in ‘classical myths the resultant creatures are 

considered monstrous’.86  However, depictions of partial zoomorphic transformations tend to 

be lighter and more humorous which, as Warner suggests, can allow readers to explore and 

 
83 These characters are not humans trapped inside animals that live in the natural habitat and unlike tales such as  
Knatchbull-Hugessen ‘Story of a Rook’ in Tales at Tea-Time (1877). 
84 Tatar, “Why Fairy Tales Matter”, p.56. 
85 Gallagher, p.36.  
86 Ibid. p.88. An example is Ovid’s Minotaur who was born half man and half beast, the result of a punitive 
curse placed upon the wife of Minos that made her sexually attracted to the White Bull gifted by Poseidon. The 
resultant child was the monstrous and out of control Minotaur. See B Garcia, ‘Minotaur’ Ancient History 
Encyclopaedia available at: https://www.ancient.eu/Minotaur [Accessed: November 15th 2018]. However, 
contemporaneous representations of such hybrid beings can be more appealing and empowered by their duality.  
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confront their fears about difference. She argues that ‘dwarfing characters, adding bumps and 

lumps that deviate from the ordinary human anatomy’ is a form of ‘magic charm […] that can 

bring about many kinds of redemption, change foul into fair, fell to kind, ugly to lovely’.87 The 

idea of duality and sprouting body parts engages with aspects of grotesque theory and the work 

Mikhail Bakhtin who argues that in the upside-down world of the carnival, the ‘grotesque 

image ignores the closed, smooth, and impenetrable surface of the body’ and enjoys 

transgressing boundaries.88 While Bakhtin was not discussing animal mutations as such, he 

does demonstrate how breaking down boundaries and playing with the form of the human body 

provides temporary relief from cultural control and restraint, resulting in an intriguing, 

entertaining and, above all, subversive spectacle. 

 

An example of grotesquely sprouting body parts is found in ‘Fortunatas’ which appears in 

Tabart’s Collection of Popular Tales for the Nursery (1812).89 Little is known of this tale 

origins, but it has appeared in print across Europe since the sixteenth century, and there is one 

version within the Hockliffe Collection.90 The scenes concerning metamorphosis are found in 

the adventures of Fortunatus’ youngest son, Andolocia, who along with his brother, inherits 

Fortunatus’ enchanted hat that has the power to transport its wearer to any location, and a magic 

purse that produces gold. Having spent years travelling the world, Andolocia arrives in London 

where he falls in love with the King’s daughter, Agrippina. The original tale was located in 

Cyprus so the introduction of London is almost certainly a revision intended to make the tale 

 
87 Warner, No Go The Bogeyman, p.299. 
88 Bakhtin, Rabelais and his World, p.217. 
89 ‘Fortunatus’ in Tabart’s Collection of Popular Tales for the Nursery (1812). The accompanying essay on the 
Hockliffe Project website suggests that this collection was edited by William Godwin. See hockliffe.dmu.ac.uk 
The origins of the tale are unknown but early sixteenth century versions have been identified in various 
countries from the sixteenth century. Andrew Lang included ‘Fortunatus and his Purse’ in his Grey Fairy Tale 
book.  
90 Ibid. 
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more familiar to British readers.91  The royals, keen to find out how the young man has acquired 

such riches, conspire with their daughter to learn his secrets. Blinded by love, Andolocia 

reveals all to the princess who steals his purse and uses the cap to make her escape.  He 

eventually tracks her down and beholding his purse, grabs her and transports them both to an 

orchard in Constantinople. Agrippina tricks Andolocia into climbing a tree to pick fruit, takes 

the cap once more and departs leaving him alone in the orchard. He consumes an enchanted 

apple and ‘large horns sprang directly out of his forehead’; in pursuit of a cure, he seeks out a 

hermit who advises him to eat apples from a different tree.92 Relieved of his mutation, he adopts 

a disguise and tricks the princess into consuming the enchanted apple, and she too grows 

horns.93 Acts of disguise and reveal continue as Andolocia, now disguised as a physician, 

reclaims his cap and offers her the cure, ‘but as he was in love with the princess, he took care 

not to give her enough of the apples to remove the horns entirely, that no other gentleman might 

fall in love with her’.94 The horns are punishment for her acts of deception, but the decision to 

make them smaller is manipulative and intended to reduce her attractiveness and secure her as 

a wife.  Like other zoomorphic beast lovers, she must prove herself worthy of her mate if she 

is ever to be restored. Andolocia proposes to the princess who gratefully accepts, and the horns 

are removed just before the wedding takes place and the princess submits to her suitor. The 

precious hat and purse remain under lock and key as if she might have been tamed, but she 

remains untrusted.  

 

 
91The tale is originally set in Cyprus and the names assigned to an English family do not appear typical of 
British names. 
92 ‘Fortunatus’ in Tabart’s Collection of Popular Tales for the Nursery (1812), p.81. 
93 Whilst the fruit is not forbidden in this particular tale there are biblical allusions to the Fall of Eve motif and 
succumbing to temptation. Eating fruit is the cause of metamorphosis in Madame d’Aulnoy’s ‘The White Cat’ 
which will be discussed later in this section. 
94 ‘Fortunatus’ in Tabart’s Collection of Popular Tales for the Nursery (1812), p.83. 
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There are many ways to interpret metamorphosis, and as Gallagher suggests, a ‘Romantic 

might identify with metamorphosis as an oneiric concept associated with the imagination, or 

fantastic visions’.95 Tales which alter reality often enter a dream-like state where, like the 

imagination, possibilities are endless. Warner argues that ‘fairy tales disrupt the apprehensible 

world in order to open up spaces for dreaming alternatives’ that possess the capacity to create 

‘pleasure in the fantastic, curiosity about the real’ resulting in a ‘theatre of possibility’ that 

teaches ‘where boundaries lie’.96 Edward Knatchbull-Hugessen explores metamorphosis and 

dreams in his zoomorphic story ‘The Boy with a Tail’ which tells the story of a boy born with 

a tail, who is persecuted by his peers.97 Despite all efforts, the tail cannot be removed, and the 

boy is subjected to abuse from other children who pinch, trap and burn the tail. He meets a 

magical dwarf who offers him a deal: if he agrees to become his servant for a year and a day 

then the dwarf will relieve him of his troublesome tail (see Fig 6:2). The boy agrees and enters 

a bizarre and challenging period during which he is lambasted and punished for his 

shortcomings. Having served his time, he triumphantly returns home tail free. However, his 

story is met with confusion by his parents who have no recollection of his ever having had a 

tail and who claim that he had only been absent for the morning.  

 

 
95 Gallagher, p.11. Gallagher’s argues that Ovid’s Metamorphoses had a significant influence on Märchen and 
the fairy tale tradition generally. 
96 Marina Warner, From the Beast to the Blonde: On Fairy Tales and their Tellers (London: Vintage, 1995), p. 
xvi. 
97 Knatchbull-Hugessen, ‘The Boy with a Tail’ in Tales at Tea-Time.. 
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Fig 6:2 

 

Knatchbull-Hugessen’s story can certainly be read as an anxiety dream about a boy’s fears of 

rejection based on physical difference which is resolved by the realisation that he is no different 

from his peers – and never was. Gallagher’s discussion of metamorphosis engages with 

Freudian dream analysis in which, he argues, metamorphosis becomes ‘symptomatic of 

particular wish fulfilment on the part of the dreamer’ and that this motif ‘is relevant to real 

life’.98 Within this context the tail offers some explanation for why the boy is so ostracised; he 

believes himself to be somehow deserving of his mistreatment which might be preferable to 

the idea of being oppressed for no particular reason. However, as he undergoes personal 

development during his dreamed life with the dwarf, he emerges with newfound confidence.  

 

 
98 Gallagher, p.70. 
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Some scholars find the merging of animals and children potentially problematic. Lassén-Seger 

argues that ‘defining children in opposition to adults and marginalizing and othering them in 

terms of animality and closeness to nature will inevitably reduce them to mere morsels for the 

aspirations and nightmares of the adult world’.99 She suggests that metamorphosis as 

punishment is typically deployed to aid moral development in the child, and many scholars 

note the significance of endings and the cyclic nature of stories which conclude 

satisfactorily.100 However, most of the texts studied in this thesis have a more classical 

influence and the representations of punitive metamorphosis are typically inflicted upon young 

adults or youth of an undiscernible age. These characters sit upon the cusp of adulthood, but 

their animalistic traits must be challenged and resolved in preparation for marriage.101 

 

Punitive Metamorphosis in Nineteenth-Century Editions of ‘Beauty and the 

Beast’ 

 
The scholarship surrounding animal metamorphosis in fairy tales tends to be dominated by 

male transformations, a bias which Tatar attributes to ‘cultural disfavour’ which resulted in 

few examples of female metamorphosis being incorporated into the canon of children’s 

literature’.102  The popularity and longevity of Madame d’Aulnoy’s ‘Beauty and the Beast’ 

may have contributed towards this bias as it provides the archetypal depiction of how the beast 

 
99 Lassén-Seger, p.36. A similar idea is discussed in Chapter 5 in which servants and animals become 
interchangeable in terms of typical story structure. Lassén-Seger draws on the work of Jacqueline Rose and 
Perry Nodelman regarding the artificial construction of childhood, by adults, in books for children. Also see S 
Chappell, ‘Imaging childhood as a realm of otherness: the fantastic metamorphosis of children’, CREArTA, 6 
(2006)108-117. Available at: researchmanagement.mq.edu.au [Accessed: November 5th 2018]. 
100 Ibid.  
101 There is always the potential for humour in these stories and in ‘Witches Island’, Knatchbull-Hugessen 
includes a scene where a woman finds her husband with the head of an ass which is undoubtedly intended to be 
humorous and has allusions to William Shakespeare’s character of ‘Bottom’ in A Midsummer Night’s Dream. 
See ‘Witches Island’ (1877) Whispers. The author also includes partial metamorphosis in ‘The Pea-Green Nose’ 
when a prince finds himself reduced to three feet tall with the head of a monkey. Knatchbull-Hugessen, ‘The 
Pea-Green Nose’ in Tales at Tea-Time. 
102 Tatar, Off With their Heads! p.128. 
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within the man can conceal his humanity. Seventeenth-century author Madame d’Aulnoy 

frequently explored animal metamorphosis, and Seifert describes her interest as a ‘fascination’ 

which is evidenced by its inclusion in twelve of her twenty-five tales.103 However, the long 

term success of ‘Beauty and the Beast’ tends to be credited to the later translation and revision 

written by Madame Marie Leprince de Beaumont (1711-80) who, according to Opie and Opie, 

published the tale some fifty years after the original;104 having relocated to England, Mme de 

Beaumont published the story in The Young Misses Magazine in 1757.105 Warner argues that 

‘her vision of female love and sympathy redeeming the brute in man has made […this] one of 

the best-loved fairy tales in the world’.106  There are three versions of ‘Beauty and the Beast’ 

in the primary corpus of this study which are versions of the Mme de Beaumont translation 

published for child readers during the first half of the nineteenth century.107 

 

Considerable scholarly attention has been paid to the established literary motif of these animal 

bridegrooms and their virtuous female counterparts who overcome appearances and agree to 

marry beasts. Zipes argues that in these tales, ‘the well-groomed lady must never forget her 

self-sacrificing relationship with a lord, no matter how ugly he may be’.108 The heroine in 

‘Beauty and the Beast’ continuously places the needs of others before her own, and there is the 

suggestion that such feminine self-sacrifice will be rewarded. There is also the more positive 

message that behaviours such as ‘virtue, sweetness of temper, and complaisance’ are more 

 
103 Seifert, p.246. For details of Mme d’Aulnoy, see Carpenter and Pritchard, pp.35-36. 
104 Opie & Opie, (1974). For details on Mme de Beaumont, see Carpenter and Prichard. 
105 Ibid. p.137 Like many scholars, Opie and Opie draw comparative analysis with the tale of Cupid and Psyche 
in The Golden Ass, Apelius, second century AD.  
106 Warner, Beast to the Blonde, p.297. 
107 ‘Beauty and the Beast: An Entertaining Moral from the French’ in Popular Tales (1810); Beauty and the 
Beast (c.1820); ‘Beauty and the Beast’ in The Court of Oberon (1823).  
108 Zipes, The Art of Subversion, p.37. Giving the example of ‘Beauty and the Beast’ Gallagher argues ‘that out 
of a sense of familial duty to save her father from a death sentence, her benevolent action is rewarded by the 
metamorphosis of the beast into a handsome young man’. One is punished but both are rewarded in the end. See  
Gallagher (2009). p.33. 
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important than appearance, however grotesque this might be.109 Beauty’s sensitivity to the 

needs of others somehow equips her to see beyond the pelt and fur to Beast’s hidden humanity 

which slowly erodes the significance of his physical appearance. Beauty concedes that she does 

‘not feel tenderness of affection for him; but I find I have the highest gratitude, esteem and 

friendship, and I will not make him miserable’ and rhetorically asks: ‘is it his fault if he is so 

ugly, and has so little sense? He is kind and good and that is sufficient’.110 However, her 

feelings swiftly deepen when she believes the Beast to be dying and, in Beauty and the Beast 

(c.1820), she passionately declares: ‘you must not die, live to be my husband; from this moment 

I give you my hand, and swear to be none but yours’.111 Her act of self-sacrifice and devotion 

activates the disenchantment, and the handsome prince is revealed. The Prince explains that ‘a 

wicked fairy had condemned me to remain under that shape, till a beautiful virgin should 

consent to marry me’.112 Warner argues that tales like this ‘hold out the dream that, although 

the heroine’s father has given her into the keeping of a Beast, he will change – into a radiant 

young man, a perfect lover’.113 The reader is likely to have followed Beauty’s lead and become 

invested in saving the life of the Beast, which enhances the pleasures of the happy ending. 

However, the suggestion that women can act as catalysts for change in bestial men is a 

potentially dangerous message for young female readers.   

 

As the Beast is disenchanted, another spell is cast inflicting a particular form of punitive 

metamorphosis that is far more oppressive than the animal variety. The attending fairy turns 

her attention to Beauty’s haughty and proud sisters and punishes them by turning them to 

 
109 ‘Beauty and the Beast: An Entertaining Moral from the French’ in Popular Tales (1810), p.102. 
110 Ibid.  
111 Beauty and the Beast (c.1820), p.43. 
112 ‘Beauty and the Beast: An Entertaining Moral from the French’ in Popular Tales (1810), p.105 and Beauty 
and the Beast (c.1820), p.44. 
113 Warner, Beast to the Blonde, p.279. 
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stone.114 When Beauty returns home for a week to visit her ailing father, the sisters had 

conspired to keep her longer in the hope that the ‘silly monster would be so enraged at her for 

breaking her word, that he will devour her’.115 All three versions of the tale are similar in terms 

of wording as the fairy tells the sisters their fate; she determines that they will become statues 

‘yet, under this transformation still retain your reason’.116 Not only will they lose their human 

lives, but they will also be conscious of their plight and loss. In their statue form, the fairy tells 

them they will stand at their ‘sister’s palace gates and be it your punishment to behold her 

happiness; and it will not be in your power to return to your former state, till you own your 

faults’. However, she anticipates that they will never recover their human form as while ‘pride, 

anger, gluttony, and idleness, are sometimes conquered’ the improvement of ‘a malicious and 

envious mind requires a miracle’.117 The punishment of the sisters is similar in the version in 

The Court of Oberon (1823), but with added emphasis on the physical restrictions of the 

enchantment; the fairy states:  ‘you will never recover the use of your limbs, or the faculty of 

speech, till you are fully sensible of your faults’, which is considered an unlikely outcome.118 

This particularly harsh punishment imposed upon the sisters is arguably more severe than 

animal metamorphosis as they are denied, among other things, the freedoms of movement, 

expression, and personal relationships. Beauty does not offer herself in place of her sisters or 

voice any objection to their harsh treatment. Heterosexual relationships are thereby placed 

 
114 In Beauty and the Beast they are jealous of their youngest sister’s beauty and ‘gave themselves ridiculous airs’ 
and would only socialise with those they considered worthy. They spend their times in frivolous past times such 
as attending balls and the theatre while Beauty engages in domestic chores and reading. Beauty and the Beast 
(c.1820) J. Lumsden and Son: Glasgow.p.6. The Court of Oberon (1823) version emphasises the poor choices of 
the sisters in terms of their choice of husband who are ‘handsome but flawed with arrogance and vanity’ which 
makes Beauty value the more virtuous disposition of the beast (p.180). 
115 ‘Beauty and the Beast: An Entertaining Moral from the French’ in Popular Tales (1810). p.100. 
116 Ibid. p.107. 
117 Ibid. The same wording is used in Beauty and the Beast (c.1820), p.43. 
118 ‘Beauty and the Beast’ in The Court of Oberon (1823), p.195. Changing characters to stone is another motif 
that frequently recurs in ancient mythic and biblical stories and continues to be explored in contemporaneous 
texts. With links to petrification the story has allusions to Medusa, along with various other tales which feature 
gods punishing their enemies with such transformations, and a similar idea is explored in the sorcerer scene in 
‘Jack the Giant Killer’. Like most examples of punitive metamorphosis, the terms of the disenchantment are set 
at a level to make reversal improbable. See also ‘The Winter’s Tale’. 
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above relationships based on biological sisterhood. In this way, such fairy tales serve to uphold 

patriarchy. The sisters are denied the possibility of personal connections that might aid in their 

improvement, the sort that is so typical of such tales. They are alone, effigies of their former 

selves and must find their own way back to their humanity. 

 

Metamorphic Tales of Broken Promises, and Sacrificial Suffering  
 
The remainder of this chapter will focus on a comparative analysis of three tales - ‘Beauty and 

the Beast’, ‘The White Cat’ and ‘The Toad’s Wife’ - all of which feature in the corpus and 

depict full punitive metamorphosis. In ‘Beauty and the Beast’ we find a heroine punished for 

the actions of her father, and in another of Madame d’Aulnoy’s tales, ‘The White Cat,’ we find 

a princess punished for the actions of her mother. ‘The White Cat’ was first translated into 

English in A Collection of Novels and Tales of the Fairies in 1721. David Blamires suggests 

that the tale remained in that form until the late eighteenth century when it began to be abridged 

for child readers.119 There are two later examples within the Hockliffe Collection; the first was 

published as ‘The White Cat’ in Tabart’s Collection of Popular Stories for the Nursery (1812) 

and the second version appeared under the title ‘The Story of Prince Lupin’ in The Stories of 

Prince Lupin, The Yellow Dwarf, Little George, and Little Red Riding Hood (published c.1808-

1840).120 The story features two interconnecting plots; the first is about a young prince who is 

set three trials by his father, that place him in direct competition with his two older brothers for 

the prize of their father’s kingdom. It is during the first trial that the young man comes across 

 
119 Blamires suggests that an early abridged version appeared in Mother Bunch’s Fairy Tales published by F. 
Newbery around 1773. See David Blamires ,‘From Madame d’Aulnoy to Mother Bunch: Popularity and the 
Fairy Tale’ in Popular Children’s Literature in Britain, ed. by J. Briggs, D. Butts, and M. O. Grenby 
(Hampshire and Burlington: Ashgate Publishing, 2016), pp.69-86. Marina Warner argues that the retellings of 
d’Aulnoy’s tales, including ‘The White Cat’ lose many of the qualities found in the originals including the satire 
and irony. See Warner, Beast to the Blonde, p.166. 
120 ‘The Story of Prince Lupin’ in The Stories of Prince Lupin, The Yellow Dwarf, Little George, and Little Red 
Riding Hood (c.1808-1840), and ‘The White Cat’ in Tabart’s Collection of Popular Stories for the Nursery 
(1812).  
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an enchanted palace owned by a mysterious White Cat who, over many years, helps him to win 

each of the trials.121 The second plot is the story of the enchanted cat who resides in a grand 

home, enjoying an opulent lifestyle with servants who are also cats. In the final scenes, at the 

point of disenchantment, the reader learns that a magic spell had cursed a beautiful woman to 

live her life in the form of a cat. In the Tabart version, her backstory reveals that her punishment 

was primarily a response to an offence committed by her sick mother who stole medicinal fruit 

from a fairy garden.122  

 

In 1855, playwright James Robinson Planché (1796-1880), who had successfully brought the 

tales of Madame d’Aulnoy and Perrault to the stage, produced what is widely considered to be 

the first accurate translation of ‘The White Cat’.123 In this version, the mother is portrayed as 

something of a free spirit who was given ‘full liberty to do whatever she liked’, and her ‘ruling 

passion was travelling’.124 This initially appears to be a refreshing and progressive depiction 

of a female character who is free to pursue her interests with the full support of her husband. 

However, these actions bring the destruction of her family and their kingdom and set into 

motion a chain of events that will see their daughter cursed. In Planché’s translation, the mother 

becomes strangely obsessed with entering the fairy garden, expressing a compulsive desire to 

eat the fruit, but despite all efforts, she fails. Camped outside the garden, she deteriorates both 

mentally and physically and is at the point of near-death when she is visited by one of the 

fairies. Like other tales, she is presented with a deal: she will be permitted entry to the garden 

 
121 The king is in fact reluctant to give up his kingdom and so sets his three sons difficult challenges that will 
buy him more time. The first test is to find the most perfect dog, the second is to locate a fabric fine enough to 
be thread through the eye of a needle and the third is to return with the most beautiful lady. The enchanted cat 
obliges with all of the tasks and the final task is completed when she is disenchanted and revealed as a beautiful 
princess.. 
122 Blamires (2016) discusses the Tabart version of the tale identifying Mary Jane Godwin as both translator and 
editor. 
123 James R. Planché, The White Cat in Fairy Tales by the Countess d’Aulnoy, trans. J.R. Planché (London: G. 
Routledge & Co, 1856). A transcript is available at: https://en.wikisource.org [Accessed: November 12th 2018]. 
124 Ibid. 



 276 

and may consume unlimited fruit in return for her first child. The mother reasons that if she 

does not eat the fruits, then she will surely die, and transgresses the requirements of maternal 

self-sacrifice by agreeing to the terms triggering the catastrophic events that follow.125  

 

The Tabart version retains the mother’s sickness but removes her misadventure and compulsion 

to eat the fruit, making her far more sympathetic but still responsible. The parents make every 

effort to conceal their child, but the father’s ‘refusal to be revenged’ further enrages the fairies 

who release ‘a monstrous dragon, who devoured men, women and children’ and obliterated the 

environment in which they lived.126 The defeated King reluctantly delivers his daughter to the 

fairies who imprison her in a tower, where a prince later discovers her, and they fall in love. 

The lovers wish to marry, but the fairies reject the union as they have promised her to an ugly 

dwarf. However, the pair defy authority and marry. The fairies respond with brutal violence 

sending their dragon to kill the young groom.  The life of the heartbroken princess is ‘preserved 

for greater punishment’ than death, and she is transformed into a white cat.127 

 

As discussed in Chapter 3, there are a significant number of texts within the Hockliffe 

Collection that incorporate a critique of failed mothers. However, the examples discussed 

earlier in this thesis are dominated by depictions of spoiled sons rather than daughters.128 In 

‘The White Cat’ the mother’s failures have allusions to the Biblical story of Eve as she gives 

into temptation and consumes the forbidden fruit. Warner suggests that, like other tales by 

d’Aulnoy, the story ‘tells the audience that mothers abandon children to witches in return for 

 
125 Ibid. 
126 ‘The White Cat’ in Tabart’s Collection of Popular Stories for the Nursery (1812), p.141. 
127 Ibid. p.147 This back story is abridged from the Oliver and Boyd’s edition of the tale, ‘The Story of Prince 
Lupin’ in The Stories of Prince Lupin, The Yellow Dwarf, Little George, and Little Red Riding Hood (c.1808-
1840). Given that black cats tend to be synonymous with witches her whiteness could be symbolic of her 
innocence, virginity, and unconsummated union.  
128 See Chapter 3 for further details of how writers of nineteenth-century children’s literature explored the 
consequences of poor mothering. 
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the fruit she craves from their garden’.129 These stories explore the idea of dangerous self-

indulgent mothers and contrast with texts that promote the maternal ideal of self-denial. It is 

unclear why wicked fairies desire the children of desperate, fallen women, but punishments 

which seek to separate a mother from her child draw on anxieties about forced separation. A 

mother who fails to sacrifice her own needs for the life of her child fails at motherhood, and 

ultimately, it will be her child who suffers. 

 

The mother’s final offence in ‘The White Cat’ was to break her word and fail to meet her 

obligations under the terms of the agreement she made with the fairies. In satiating her desires, 

she fails to demonstrate self-sacrifice, a trait so celebrated in tales like these.  Blaming the 

mother elevates the heroine whose plight is at the hands of another, and whose salvation is 

justified. The princess’s own misdemeanour of marrying against the wishes of the fairies brings 

some benefits as it released her from her prison in the tower and left her free to enjoy an affluent 

lifestyle, albeit in the form of a cat.  The backstory here has similarities to Charles Perrault’s 

‘Sleeping Beauty in the Wood’,130 which also features a princess punished for the actions of 

her parents. The imposition of the spell which will see the princess condemned to a one hundred 

year sleep was a direct consequence of her parents’ failure to invite the old fairy to join their 

celebrations.131 In another of Madame d’Aulnoy’s tales, ‘The Yellow Dwarf,’ the Queen, in a 

moment of life-threatening desperation, enters into an agreement with the Yellow Dwarf 

whereby she agrees that he can marry her daughter.132 She too breaches the agreement, bringing 

 
129 Warner, Beast to the Blonde, p.240. 
130 ‘Sleeping Beauty’ was written by Charles Perrault and features in Histories ou contes temps passé (1697). 
See Opie & Opie, p.81. 
131 There are three versions of ‘Sleeping Beauty in the Wood’ in the nineteenth-century fairy tales of the 
Hockliffe Collection. The old fairy is not invited to the celebration of the princess’ birth and the parents try to 
correct the situation, but do not have enough gold plates;  she casts a spell that predicts the child will prick her 
finger and sleep for 100 years. See The Sleeping Beauty in the Wood (London: Tabart & Co, 1806); The History 
of Princess Amanda, or, Sleeping Beauty in the Wood (London: J. Bailey, nd), and ‘Sleeping Beauty in the 
Wood’ in The Court of Oberon (1823). 
132 There are three nineteenth-century versions of ‘The Yellow Dwarf’ in the Hockliffe Collection: ‘The Yellow 
Dwarf’ in The Stories of Prince Lupin, The Yellow Dwarf, Little George, and Little Red Riding Hood (c.1808-
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about mass death and destruction, ending in tragedy. These stories make some allusion to the 

biblical axiom ‘the sins of the father will be visited upon the sons’, which warns that children 

will suffer for the wrongdoing of their parents. However, in this case, the sins of the mother 

are visited upon the daughter. There is perhaps no greater punishment for parents than to know 

they are responsible for the hardships experienced by their child. Interestingly, within the 

primary texts of this study that feature representations of punitive metamorphosis, there are no 

examples of sons being reduced to animals because of the sins of their fathers.133 Male 

characters tend to be held personally accountable and punished independently, directly and 

instantly. Daughters are thereby denied personal agency in favour of inherited maternal 

transgressions. 

 

Issues of false promises and sacrificial suffering are explored in Henry Morley’s ‘The ‘Toad’s 

Wife’ which was published as part of Henry Morley’s Fairy Tales (c.1867). It is the tale of a 

husband who manipulates his wife into sacrificing her assets, which happen to be her facial 

features, to help him pursue his political ambitions. Rospo is ‘an ambitious nobleman, who had 

a jewel of a wife. What poets feign their loves have, she really had, her eyes were diamonds, 

her teeth were pearls, and her hair was of purest gold. She was a wife much valued by her 

husband’.134  Rospo dreams of power and becoming a sultan so strips his precious wife of her 

beautiful features to buy favour in court, and after taking her hair, teeth and one of her eyes, 

her husband requests her remaining eye.135 The dutiful wife reasonably asks ‘I am now bald, 

 
1840); ‘The White Cat’ in Tabart’s Collection of Popular Stories for the Nursery (1812), and ‘The Yellow 
Dwarf’ in Court of Oberon (1823). ‘The Yellow Dwarf’ was originally published by Madame d’Aulnoy in Les 
Fées à la Mode (1698) and translated into English in 1721. See Opie & Opie, p.66. 
133 In Henry Morley’s ‘The Toads Wife’, King of the Fairies, Oberon punished a cruel husband by transforming 
him into a toad for the remainder of Oberon’s life. The punishment is enhanced with the addition of a painful 
gem having been implanted into his skull. This text is also discussed in Chapter 4 in relation to stripping the 
wife. See Morley, ‘The Toad’s Wife’.  
134 Ibid.  
135 This tale is also discussed in relation to the punishment of female character by stripping. See Chapter 4 for of 
this thesis for further details. 
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toothless, and one-eyed. Will you bear with me and guide me when I am left altogether 

blind!’136 This invokes an angry response from the husband who takes her eye and leaves her 

vulnerable and alone. Her story comes to the attention of the King and Queen of the Fairies, 

Oberon and Titania, who punish the husband by transforming him into a toad (see Fig 6:3).  In 

addition to the curse of animal metamorphosis, Oberon places a gem inside the toad’s skull 

that causes constant pain. The terms for the disenchantment state that Rospo will remain a toad 

for as long as Oberon lives which is presumably longer than the life of the toad. Titania restores 

the wife, making her even more valuable and precious than she was before. She is invited to 

join them on their travels, but, she declines as she remains loyal to her marriage and husband 

– who is now much improved.137 Warner argues that ‘metamorphosis out of human shape into 

another, beastly form, is used to express the fall from human grace’,138 and Rospo is demoted 

to a level that is deemed fitting to his offences. His wife remains virtuous throughout and 

continues to display selflessness, but there will be no prince at the end of this tale. 

 
136 Morley, ‘The Toad’s Wife’, p.154. 
137 The decision to remain with the husband contrasts with another of Morley’s tales ‘Stiff Beard’ which features 
a masculine ruler with unusually powerful hair who Oberon and Titania reward with soft flowing locks and they 
invite him to join them. Unlike the wife, he does so and becomes a principle dancer in the fairy court. This story 
contrasts with typical depictions of masculinity that associate maleness with physical prowess and positions of 
power. See Morley, ‘Stiff Beard’. 
138 Marina Warner, Six Myths of our Time: Managing Monsters, the Reith Lectures 1994 (London, Australia and 
New Zealand: Random House, 1994), p.56.  
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Fig 6:3 

 

Testing Relationships: Metamorphic Love and Violence  

As previously mentioned, the scholarly interest in animal metamorphosis tends to prioritise 

animal bridegrooms which is in part justified by the apparent lack of female examples in the 

fairy tale canon. A distinct feature of the male hybrids is that they are repugnant and repulsive, 

a fact that the heroine must overcome to reveal the inner prince. Tatar argues that some 

beastgroom tales feature a creature so hideous that the tale becomes ‘ludicrous’ giving the 

example of Afanasev’s “Snotty Goat” who is as abhorrent as his name suggests.139 In his 

analysis of ‘The Frog King’, Bettelheim notes how the frog is ‘not a ferocious beast’ and ‘does 

not arouse fear’; if anything, he elicits feelings of ‘disgust’.140 He concludes that ‘what finally 

happens to both frog and girl […] confirms the appropriateness of disgust when one is not 

 
139 Tatar, Off With their Heads! p.144. 
140 Bettelheim, p.290. 
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ready for sex and prepares for its desirability when the time is ripe’.141 Bettelheim is suggesting 

that these stories are a way for females to explore their anxieties about feelings of revulsion at 

the prospect of entering into mature sexual relationships, the extremities of which vary between 

tales. If male hybrids were intentionally created to be extremely unattractive, a factor that the 

heroine must overcome in order to win the prize of a handsome lover, how does that alter when 

the sexes are reversed? The White Cat is far from disgusting; she is alluring and beautiful, 

which makes the prince’s attraction to the animal all the more understandable (see Fig 6:4). 

Princes are not presented with an odious beast, and it is not integral to their masculinity for 

them to reluctantly sacrifice themselves to an unattractive partner suggesting that sexual fears 

and repulsion are primarily a female issue. 

 
 

Fig 6:4 
 

The male hybrids of this study – the beast and toad – are revolting, but there is considerable 

emphasis on the beauty of the White Cat whom Blamires describes as ‘attractive, gentle, 

generous and powerful, with a knowledge and understanding that surpasses that of human 

beings’.142 It is therefore understandable that the young prince might want to reside with such 

 
141 Ibid. 
142 Blamires, p.84. 
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a being, particularly when she can assist him with the completion of his father’s trials. 

Characters who have been transformed by animal metamorphosis tend to display paradoxical 

traits and behaviours that enhance reader engagement. However, this tale offers less 

polarisation, and the prince is not forced to overlook an objectionable aesthetic in favour of 

inner beauty. The White Cat serves the prince in a demure, refined and feminine manner which, 

despite her being an animal, does little to upset typical depictions of the feminine ideal. The 

male animal hybrids are more testing than their female counterparts providing more significant 

conflict and tension, which might offer some explanation for their success. 

 

To break the spell that transformed the princess into a cat, the White Cat must not only secure 

a very particular lover; she must also convince him to commit an act of violence upon her 

body.143  She addresses the prince stating: “You must cut off my head and tail […] and throw 

them into the fire”.144 Her beauty and charm enhance the dramatic tension of this scene, and 

the reader may fear that such actions will hurt and kill her. The prince is understandably 

reluctant but reassured when she reveals that his action will enable him to see her in a different 

form. With tears in his eyes and ‘a trembling hand he drew his sword, cut off her head and tail, 

and threw them into the fire’ (see Fig 6:5).145 The  ‘Prince Lupin’ version also includes this 

scene but adds detail to emphasise the prince’s reluctance and states that it is the remaining 

torso that changes into the woman, which adds gruesome imagery to the scene.146 As Blamires 

argues, this episode ‘displays more of the author’s sadomasochistic imagination and penchant 

for the grotesque, but kept within bounds’.147 As Gallagher observes, metamorphosis ‘most 

obviously marks or defines situations of personal crisis: a crisis of death or rebirth, 

 
143 In this particular tale the prince who saves the White Cat must resemble her late husband. 
144 ‘The White Cat’ in Tabart’s Collection of Popular Stories for the Nursery (1812), p.135. 
145 Ibid. p.135-136. 
146 ‘Story of Prince Lupin’ in The Stories of Prince Lupin, The Yellow Dwarf, Little George, and Little Red 
Riding Hood. (c.1808-1840), p.12. 
147 Blamires, p.81. 



 283 

necessitating lasting change’.148 Within this interpretation, the scene becomes less surprising 

as the cat must die for the princess to be reborn. The beast almost dies in ‘Beauty and the 

Beast’, and her grief spurs Beauty’s necessary declaration of devotion. However, Morley’s 

toad is extended no such scenes of resolution or transformation; he is denied the opportunity 

of rebirth and new beginnings. 

 

 

Fig 6:5 

 

When contextualised against other texts from this study, bloody scenes of violence and death, 

and the presence of corpses are not entirely unexpected. For example, in Tabart’s version of 

‘Jack and the Beanstalk’ Jack’s father was murdered by the giant and left weltering in his 

blood.149 The appeal of scenes such as these is explained, in part, by Kristeva’s theory of 

abjection. Scenes where supposed friends kill and mutilate bodies, dissection, disembowelment 

and leaking fluids take the reader to the edge, disturb fixed boundaries resulting in enhanced 

 
148 Gallagher, p.14. Gallagher also discusses a Darwinian reading of metamorphoses arguing that evolution from 
animal and man holds allusions to Charles Darwin’s Origin of Species (1859). See Ibid. p.36. ‘Beauty and the 
Beast’ and ‘The White Cat’ were written long before Darwin published his evidence of evolution, but ‘The 
Toad’s Wife’ was published afterwards and could therefore be interpreted as an example of the ascent of man 
reversed. 
149 See The History of Jack and the Beanstalk (1807).  
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physical and emotional engagement.150 However, when Madame d’Aulnoy takes her beast to 

the brink of death, she does not make Beauty violent as to do so would have been contradictory 

to her brand of gentle femininity.151 By contrast the prince’s act of violence in the name of duty 

and honour enhances his heroic credentials and is fundamental to his own coming of age. He 

is demonstrating that he is prepared to kill when necessary, bolstering his masculinity which 

reveals him as an ideal spouse for the newly emerged princess. Warner argues that the prince’s 

challenge was ‘to prove his mettle and obey her utterly’ while ‘the animal guise of the heroine 

equips her to enter a new territory of choice and speech; the apparent degradation works for 

her, not against her […as] the animal form marks a threshold she passes over, before she can 

take control of her identity’.152 The princess achieves her goal of disenchantment and secures 

marriage to a man who has proved himself worthy, and has spent years with the prince earning 

her release by assisting with the trials set by his father. Once the body of the cat is cut away, 

she emerges and reveals herself to be a powerful and financially independent woman who owns 

four kingdoms and gifts three of them to the prince’s brothers, relieving the King of his 

obligation to abdicate. The bloody and humiliating ending of the White Cat concludes her 

punishment and instead of transformation, she undergoes a process of chrysalis-like de-

bestialisation. 

 

In the ‘The Toad’s Wife,’ we find a repulsive male hybrid who will be offered no such reprieve 

as his inner character has proved him unworthy.153 The disenchantment clauses of many 

 
150 See Julia Kristeva, ‘Powers of Horror: An Essay on Abjection’ (Columbia University Press, 1982). Available 
at: users.clas.ufl.edu. [Accessed: January 15th 2017]. 
151 The disenchantment scene in ‘The Frog King’ is also violent as the princess in, in a fit of rage, throws the frog 
against the wall and in doing so, breaks the spell and reveals the prince.151 This scene is arguably worse than that 
of ‘The White Cat’ as she surely believes that she will kill the frog whereas the mutilation of the cat is carried out 
at her request and with great reluctance. This may again be related to attractiveness as perhaps it is excusable to 
be violent to a frog, but not towards a beautiful cat.   
152 Warner, Beast to the Blonde, p.354. 
153 The princess in ‘The Frog King’ places considerable emphasis on her disgust at being asked to share her bed 
with an amphibian. It is interesting that ‘The Toad’s Wife’ the Wife will settle for such an arrangement and 
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metamorphic spells are set so narrowly to render them almost impossible to achieve. The 

enchanter imposes conditions that are so difficult and challenging to meet, that they suggest a 

desire for the enchanted hybrid to remain an animal. The ugly Beast must find a bride, the 

White Cat must find a prince who looks exactly like her dead husband and then convince him 

to mutilate her, and the toad must wait for the death of Oberon. None of these hybrids can solve 

their problem alone, and such severe punishments are likely to elicit empathy in the reader who 

then experiences pleasure and relief when the final transformation occurs. In the versions of 

‘Beauty and the Beast’ and ‘The White Cat’ studied here, the enchanter is presented as wicked, 

but in ‘The Toad’s Wife’, Oberon and Titania’s intervention is presented as righteous and just. 

The Toad, like Beauty’s sisters, committed acts considered so abhorrent that the writer 

anticipates reader approval for such severe punishments. Enchanters tend to inflict the punitive 

spell and then leave the tale with no apparent concern for how the story ends, but should the 

hybrid find a solution then the slate will be wiped clean.  

 

Conclusions  

Stories that merge humans and beasts have been told for centuries and continue to grip, shock 

and entertain readers traversing boundaries of time, culture, and age. Their influence is classical 

and draws on the traditions shaped, in part, by Ovid’s Metamorphoses and Christian teachings. 

The idea of our inner humanity being distinct from the body is a concept that continues to 

intrigue writers and readers alike. There are many varieties of punitive metamorphosis, but the 

transformation into a different species rather than an object allows readers to imagine an 

alternative existence that would be denied by salt or stone. Flawed hybrids are contrasted by 

 
continue to love her husband. Metamorphosis tales tend to encourage readers to seek out inner beauty, yet the 
toad has no redeeming features at all, except his newly found gratitude. 
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idealised humans whose personal sacrifice draws out their shared humanity and saves them 

from their fate.  

 

These tales are as much about the power of the virtuous human as they are about the monstrous 

beast, and they must transcend their reservations to enter adulthood. Aside from Knatchbull-

Hugessen’s ‘Boy with a Tail’, the tales studied here are concerned with adult issues and 

relationships, but the presence of the animal makes them relatable and enjoyable for children.  

Through their exclusion, the tales avoid the criticism of comparing children with animals while 

retaining the reading pleasures children experience from imagining what it would be like to 

step into the body of another species and see through their eyes. These tales engage with the 

grotesque and the potential to be humorous, allowing the reader to suspend reality and enjoy 

the inversion of social norms. Such depictions push aside neat and restrained bodies and extend 

possibilities through the presence of growths and sprouts which erupt through the skin and 

reveal the body to be in a state of ongoing evolution – at least temporarily.  

 

Analysing the tales of ‘Beauty and the Beast’, ‘The White Cat’, and ‘The Toad’s Wife’ draws 

together abridged forms of old favourites alongside later fairy tales that have received no 

scholarly attention to date. As has been argued, gender is an issue with male hybrids being 

presented as far more repulsive than their female counterparts, contrasting with their human 

lovers who are valued for their displays of self-sacrifice, and commitment to an ugly partner. 

These tales allow the concealed humanity of unattractive male partners to emerge and female 

characters are applauded for their efforts. All three tales place considerable emphasis on the 

perils of breaking promises, showing that this will have disastrous consequences. Characters 

who enter into verbal agreements, even under duress, are obliged to comply with their terms or 
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suffer the consequences. Breaking promises can be added to the offences of the failed mother 

whose desire for personal satisfaction and preservation results in the suffering of her daughter.  

 

Warnings about consuming fruit recur across the corpus drawing on the biblical story of the 

Fall of Eve alongside a secondary intertextual nod to the child-rearing guidelines provided by 

John Locke’s seventeenth-century text, Some Thoughts Concerning the Education of Children 

which cautions against children eating fruit for fear that the sweetness might spoil their palate 

and prevent them from wanting anything else. This allows for varied interpretations of both the 

classical influence alongside more contemporaneous anxieties about the corruptive potential 

of fruit. Madame d’Aulnoy and Charles Perrault both explore the idea of the sins of the 

mother/parents negatively impacting on the life of a daughter who suffers for their 

misjudgement.  

 

The final disenchantment brings suffering, and the animal form becomes weak as the human 

prepares to emerge and the cycle reaches its conclusion. The animal is and always was 

fantastical but irrelevant. Like most representations of animals within the corpus, they are 

fantasy beings used to promote or critique those who triumph or fail at being human. However, 

they offer escapism that transcends the materiality of the book and encourages the reader to 

imagine another life far removed from their own everyday experience. This, combined with 

their endless variables and possibilities, makes them timeless.  

 

The stories of animal metamorphosis sit within a broader category of texts which explore 

human relationships with animals from a variety of perspectives. Children’s literature offers 

young readers a variety of ways to consider their relationship with animals within the realms 

of both fantasy and realism. The books are united in their shared abhorrence of animal cruelty 
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which highlights a lack of empathy in the perpetrator and raises questions about what sort of 

adults they might become. These stories are sensational and memorable, which might give the 

impression of frequency, raising fears about a social crisis. However, there is little evidence to 

support this view, and its association with another of Lock’s ideas might explain its frequency. 

 

All of the texts, including animal metamorphoses, explore where the boundaries between 

species should lie. The stories seek to teach the child about how to interact with animals and 

nature. They also explore more mature themes about the human experience and its negative 

impact on the lives of other species. Many of the depictions level and merge humans with 

animals, reducing the significance of difference. If humans are cruel and sadistic, then the 

punishment levels the offender with the animal; they experience the same suffering. Should 

people fail in their duty to others and break promises then they are reduced to beasts incapable 

of human sensibilities. Cruel acts demote, but kindness elevates people above the level of the 

animal. Humans who succeed in balancing their role in the natural world become rulers of their 

own dominion. The reader is presented with a nuanced set of views which are, of course, 

contextualised by their own lived experience and relationships with animals. The books do 

encourage children to consider their responsibilities to the natural world, but fairy tales 

encourage them to wonder and dream about alternative existences. 
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Chapter 7 
 

Research Conclusions 
 
 
Methodology and the Hockliffe Collection 
 
A key aspect of this thesis is that it underlines the importance of archival research and 

demonstrates that there is still much to learn about children’s literature published during the 

nineteenth century. The findings show how the examination of instruction and lessons can draw 

out issues and themes that enhance our understanding of what was prioritised and explored in 

texts produced during this period. Exploring an archive allows sustained contact with the past, 

and intertextual relationships between the books become apparent. This process of connecting 

reveals the gaps between historical and current traditions that provide insight into the 

development of children’s literature. Working with a sample of texts that were gathered 

through external editing processes is an effective method of research that improves impartiality 

and allows the inclusion of more diverse materials. This approach improves the validity of 

results that both complement and challenge existing thinking about early children’s literature. 

The lack of further criteria such as literary merit, authorship, material quality, and so on, allows 

diverging and nuanced views to be gathered and analysed, resulting in work that is critically 

inclusive and detailed.  

 

There are many collections of children’s literature. However, it has been demonstrated that the 

Hockliffe archive has specific and unique qualities that make it worthy of study, mainly 

because it contains books that are so often overlooked by critics in the field. This group of texts 

was gathered through distinct customs and practices associated with the vibrant book industry 

of the nineteenth century and, as such, contrasts with dynastic libraries and those formed by 

personal preferences alone. I have argued that the Collection was primarily edited by the owner, 
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Frederic Hockliffe, an experienced and knowledgeable bibliophile, whose specialism in 

educational books shaped his choices. Whether he began with the intention of forming such a 

sizeable literary archive is unclear, but, at some point, he began to perceive that these books 

gained greater significance when they were grouped. Hockliffe rightly believed that this set of 

books could educate future generations about the historical development of children’s literature 

and yet the Collection, and most of the texts contained in it, have received limited scholarly 

attention. There is considerable scope offered by the Hockliffe Collection to produce new 

research; this study has embraced this opportunity, exploring a neglected set of children’s 

books and contributes to the existing field.  

  

The relevance of the primary sources is underpinned by research into the advertising of the 

Hockliffe family business. This reveals Hockliffe to be an ambitious entrepreneur who moved 

from London and established his own bookshop in Bedford (c.1862) which, through growth 

and expansion, eventually occupied three buildings in the town. Hockliffe and his son knew 

about the popularity and success of fantasy and the contemporaneous shifts that had occurred 

in children’s books. They knew about Lewis Carroll’s Alice Adventures in Wonderland and its 

sequel, but they also knew that the triumph of those works did not negate the significance of 

other texts. Children’s books evolved: the Collection provides an insight into this process and 

these books make no apology for their didactic content. 

  

Children’s literature archives are often the result of a literary passion and compulsion to collect 

books, but the Hockliffe texts circulated through the nineteenth-century book market. This 

context demonstrates the significance of these books regardless of authorship or literary merit; 

the books studied here were bought, sold and read by children and, perhaps, adults. Given the 

lack of existing knowledge about many of these works, they must be read in order to establish 
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their value and significance within the broader literary landscape, and the methodology of this 

thesis has prioritised close reading. What becomes increasingly apparent when examining the 

stories is that they are complex and varied; there is a myriad of themes, ideas and intertextual 

allusions that express hopes and anxieties in equal measure.  

 

Stories which feature punishment are contextualised by those that do not, and there is a 

surprising lack of physical punishment with most avoiding descriptions of violence entirely. 

These tales challenge assumptions made about didactic texts which are too often dismissed as 

harsh and somehow oppositional to the interests of the child reader. The focus on punishment 

traces tensions with many authors and publishers believing, misguided or not, that they are 

acting in the interests of the child. Patterns emerge that reveal long-term ideological shifts, 

targeted character types, and methods of punishment previously unexplored within the critical 

field. This research has approached discipline and punishment less selectively and, as a result, 

has drawn out findings that not only enhance our understanding of nineteenth-century 

children’s literature but also provide a more compelling insight into the motivations behind 

their inclusion. 

 

Representations of Punishment: Research Conclusions  

The primary sources include thirty-nine fairy tale texts encompassing various retellings and 

original stories penned by authors long forgotten. Many are cheaply produced and their 

comparative analysis reveals divergence both from each other and from their source. Subtle 

alterations in language show how publishers capitalised on the popularity of the genre without 

restraint or any sense of obligation and how they altered tales to increase sales. When read 

alongside their non-fairy tale counterparts, intertextual allusions emerge that link the didactic 

to the fantastical; merging stories and fairy tale texts into one large sample group provides the 
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opportunity for areas of commonality to become apparent. This aspect of the research 

challenges the assumptions of Jack Zipes and others who suggest that early nineteenth-century 

publishers produced classic fairy tales as an act of defiance against the religious and didactic 

traditions.1 Given the moralistic nature of the revisions made, assumptions such as these are 

based on bibliographical lists and tale titles. However, as this thesis demonstrates, those can be 

very misleading.  

 

It is certainly apparent that well-known stories were altered from the beginning of the century 

with little concern about censorship which appears to have become contentious around the 

middle of the century when George Cruikshank published his own fairy tale collection. It is 

plausible that the revisions being made by publishers were overlooked or dismissed as inferior 

spurious editions of little significance by earlier critics. In contrast, Cruikshank may have been 

considered as more of a threat to the form and therefore vilified for his actions. Regardless, the 

censorship of the tales was certainly evident for decades before Cruikshank’s collection and 

continues today; it is, arguably, the flexibility of these tale types, and their ability to 

accommodate revisions and new ideas that has contributed to their continued success. 

Comparing different versions of tales also brought to the fore writers who were well-known 

and popular in their time but have received minimal attention to date. The bias towards 

particular fairy tale authors whose works are still enjoyed today is somewhat understandable. 

However, it is evident that there are many more writers and works that are worthy of closer 

scholarly consideration. 

 

 
1 Zipes, Victorian Fairy Tales, p. xvii 
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Tatar rightly argues that the literary fairy tale, in all its guises, was produced with the agenda 

of socialising children and so borrowed from pedagogical traditions.2 This research builds on 

Tatar’s work which forefronts well-known fairy tale authors and incorporates texts, authors, 

themes and punishments that have not previously been considered. The approach of the 

research means that the findings do not stand on the shoulders of a few textual examples; they 

stand on the shoulders of over four hundred individual stories and provide critical insight into 

a range of associated issues. The primary sources were not selected to support a specific 

hypothesis; they were selected because of their inclusion in the Hockliffe archive.  

 

While exploring the fairy tales, it became particularly apparent that there was a discernible shift 

in attitude regarding how giants should be punished, and that this change was mostly consistent 

with ideas expressed by Michel Foucault in Discipline and Punish (1975). Foucault traces the 

historical shift that occurred across Europe during the eighteenth-century, which resulted in a 

complete overhaul of how the state punished offenders. The use of the archive enabled a 

chronological study that suggests that by the mid-nineteenth century, new stories about giants 

had moved away from physical punishments. The analysis of how and why the alterations 

occurred engaged with a variety of ideas and debates of the time.  

 

The giant is the ultimate villain and in these early texts was intended to evoke feelings of 

excitement and fear. However, as societal attitudes changed, concerns shifted away from the 

giant towards the dubious morality of the hero. The ongoing review of punishments and 

violence altered sensibilities and revealed that there was a fine line between the two. Jack, as 

executioner, became less distinct from the monster that was supposed to encapsulate our 

childhood fears, and so the character type was revised. His acts of violence that were once 

 
2 Tatar, Off with their Heads! 
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associated with humour and bravery had become acts that were feared. Therefore, the 

alterations made to punishment were motivated by the desire to protect children from harm. In 

particular, Cruikshank’s revisions engaged with his concerns about capital punishment and 

violence. However, he over-emphasised his points, isolating those who viewed his fears as 

irrational. The punishing attack on Cruikshank by Charles Dickens also indicates fear: fear that 

the traditions of the past were coming to an end, and that the stories Dickens so revered might 

be lost. The author’s scathing words condemned Cruikshank’s legacy to be marginalised in the 

scholarship that followed. 

 

By the time Alfred Crowquill and Edward Knatchbull-Hugessen turned their attention to the 

giant and/or ogre, the fractious debate had ended, and they wisely avoided retellings by writing 

original tales. In the stories of both, the giants are still monstrous, displaying punishable traits 

that express anxieties about land and resource domination, the oppression of workers, stealing 

livestock, and killing. However, Crowquill’s tale humanise the ogre by presenting him as sick, 

vulnerable, and in need of Peter’s help. Unlike Jack, Peter does not give way to the temptations 

of supernatural objects and easy violence. This story addresses concerns about the corruptive 

potential of cruelty, emphasised by Carl’s sadism towards animals and the ogre’s cruelty 

towards everyone else. The story suggests that the best solution to such problems is provided 

by compassion and kindness. Like many of the earlier fairy tales within the corpus, there are 

concerns about rewarding unvirtuous behaviour, and so Crowquill’s hero does not steal the 

giant’s wealth and, instead, finds his happy ending without riches.  

 

Edward Knatchbull-Hugessen’s punishments are satirical, entertaining, and silly, created for 

the amusement of the young reader. His giant remains guilty of typical offences, but he is made 

contemporaneous through the merging of fantasy and aspects of realism such as the presence 
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of industrialisation. It appears that by the end of the century, fears about monsters and violence 

had calmed and punishments were no longer required to emphasise those points. The journey 

of the giant through the Hockliffe archive highlights how punishments were altered, but the 

creatures do remain criminal. However, in the creations of Crowquill and Knatchbull-Hugessen 

we see a transition, a development in the giant’s potential to be a peaceful member of society, 

an idea carried further by Oscar Wilde in ‘The Selfish Giant’ (1888) that continued into the 

twentieth century.   

 

While readers might expect giants to be punished, other targeted characters are more subtle 

and less anticipated. A character type frequently punished in these stories is the mother, and 

this thesis explores the dark consequences of maternal failure. I argue that these mothers are 

repeatedly held accountable for the faults of their sons. The tale of ‘Tom Thumb’ had existed 

for centuries before being reimagined by publishers such as John Harris whose versions 

lambast the mother and demote the formerly heroic Tom to a naughty boy. Harris bowdlerised 

the tale, stripping away the humour and positivity that had delighted readers for generations. 

There is an issue in some areas of the scholarship as ‘Tom Thumb’ is frequently confused with 

Charles Perrault’s ‘Little Thumb’, but, beyond the diminutive stature of the protagonist, the 

two tales bear little resemblance. The apparent preference for the French tale undermines the 

historical significance of the English tale which was published earlier and has a rich heritage.  

 

Problematic representations of the mother do not end with ‘Tom Thumb’, as shown in the 

analysis of the mother in ‘Jack and the Beanstalk’ alongside other texts that also critique 

mothers. Assigning blame to the mother reduces the personal accountability of the hero who 

must overcome her negative influence if he is to reach his true potential. These stories combine 

to warn boys about the risks posed by their mothers and underline the importance of discipline. 
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Such intense relationships paradoxically position mothers as both dangerous and weak, and the 

suggestion that the poor behaviour of a child could kill his/her parent is a manipulative and 

potentially frightening concept.  

 

The inclusion of fairy tale texts that might be considered spurious by some has revealed the 

nuanced ways that publishers sought to improve historical tales. There is a desire to retain the 

title, protagonist and story outline, in order to capitalise on their nostalgia, but with updates 

that make them consistent with other children’s stories of the time. Alterations to the various 

editions of ‘Tom Thumb’ and ‘Jack and the Beanstalk’ are likely to have been perceived as 

positive as they addressed concerns about rewarding bad behaviour. However, the decision to 

shift accountability to the mother completely alters the tone of the tales, undermining the 

elements that had made them so successful. The axiom “spare the rod, spoil the child” is 

clumsily introduced and blames any conflicts and tensions on the mother. The popularity of 

this notion is, at best, a tried and tested motif and, at worst, indicative of hysteria. Its 

pervasiveness gives the impression that nineteenth-century parents were strict disciplinarians 

but could be more indicative of the opposite: expressing anxiety that parents did not discipline 

their children enough.  

 

Depictions of the failed mother-son relationship can be read as a form of dual address warning 

both mother and child of the dangers of an unhealthy bond built on co-dependency and a lack 

of discipline. However, the punishment of the mothers who are weak and fragile expresses 

underlying anxieties about placing such responsibilities on women who might not be fit for 

purpose. Nameless mothers without children are omitted from the story. Through creating a 

correlation between maternal death and the poor behaviour of the child writers introduced a 

punishment that was intended to play on the child’s fear of abandonment. Children of 
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inadequate mothers must be independently virtuous, take control, and in doing so, they will 

save her from unnecessary suffering; to fail is to destroy them both. 

 

It was perhaps inevitable that such a large-scale enquiry would reveal a particular form of 

punishment that has not yet caught the attention of scholars.  This came in the form of a female-

specific punishment that threatens to strip girls and send them to the parish. Clothing was a 

powerful signifier, not only of status, but also identity and its forced removal highlights the 

vulnerability of women and girls during this era. Stripping punishments are emotive and 

manipulative as they unapologetically underline the vulnerability and subordination of women. 

These stories locate women and girls within the domestic sphere but remind the reader that 

there are rules to be obeyed. They are restricted to it, but they do not own it. This punishment 

expresses fears about female defiance and rebellion; girls who misbehave and assert themselves 

are given a sharp reminder of their place in the social hierarchy of nineteenth-century Britain. 

The result is a chastisement that emphasises their lack of agency within their homes and social 

class. There is emphasis on the fragility of identity that can be removed as quickly as their 

garments, and punished females can be ejected and made to suffer like those of the lower 

classes. Male authority is asserted, and she must appease the male authority figure if she is to 

stay. This particular punishment manifests fears about female empowerment in the home and 

beyond. It also plays on fears of rejection, public exposure and humiliation to gain compliance.  

 

It is plausible that female readers may have been alarmed by such emphasis on their 

vulnerability, but empathy towards the suffering may have resulted in resistance and 

disengagement. The relationship between punishment and clothing also expresses concerns 

about girls wishing to appear older than they are by dressing in a style more typically associated 

with adults, an anxiety that continues to this day. Curiously such criticism is always female-
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specific, indicating fears about the sexualisation of girls and women. A personal interest in 

clothing becomes synonymous with unwelcomed traits of vanity, pride and materialism. The 

wearer is shamed and, invariably, improved by modest dress, introducing a narrative which 

explores fears about children being tainted by unwelcome adult issues and superficiality.  

 

The subject of stripping material possessions inevitably engages with issues of social class and 

the fragility of economic status. Representations of punishment connect to the subject of class 

through a focus on demotion which is explored in both fairy and pedagogical tales. Some of 

the stories present the middle-classes as paternalistic disciplinarians and, in doing so, 

undermine those from alternative socio-economic backgrounds. Several texts feature middle-

class characters who are forced, by people or circumstance, to spend a time residing amongst 

the lower-classes before being restored to their true status. The analysis of this subject within 

the fairy tale tradition explores the “rags-to-riches” plot whereby the peasant is promoted to 

the prince, but in these tales they were never truly peasants. A similar idea is explored in 

didactic tales that feature lost wealth and in which the heroine is forced to endure a period 

among the working classes. I have argued that these stories present a highly selective view of 

society that creates a problematic correlation between wealth and deservedness.  By engaging 

with aspects of post-Marxist theory, this chapter brings together several stories which have not 

previously been examined and concludes that tales of social mobility are often greatly 

exaggerated. 

 

Punishments frequently underline class tensions and, as demonstrated by the stripping girls 

motif, class barriers that might initially appear fixed and impenetrable open up in moments of 

crisis, and the middle-class child falls through. Ideas of suffering through periods of class 

demotion only to be rewarded and restored address anxieties about losing wealth and status. 
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Cinderella is the equivalent of a middle-class character who finds herself demoted to the 

serving class where she carries out the sort of oppressive duties typically assigned to working 

people. She is so good, virtuous and beautiful that she is rewarded. Tabart’s backstory in ‘Jack 

and the Beanstalk’ prevents Jack from appearing as a thief and inadvertently alters his social 

class. A similar event occurred when Cruikshank altered the ancestry of the miller’s son in 

‘Puss in Boots’, and he too becomes a character denied his actual class. Intentionally or not, 

these alterations revise the original peasant character and in the process undermine an essential 

feature of the “rags to riches” plot that depicts a poor person becoming rich by chance. Their 

heroism becomes one that sits upon entitlement and revenge rather than cunning and sharp wit, 

as they fight their way back to their rightful class and socio-economic status. 

 

Adventures that convey a fear of lost wealth are also found in the morality tales with characters, 

deserving or undeserving, moving up and down the social hierarchy. Their eventual relief is 

attributed to their resilience, strong work ethic and admirable conduct which implies that 

working-class people do not share the same qualities. The result is a voyeuristic flattened 

representation of working-class people who reside in a threatening dark place. The focus on 

punishment invariably draws on the more negative depictions of lower-class people who are 

typically servants, criminals, and figures of pity. Characters who find themselves amidst the 

lower classes are not contextualised or balanced by descriptions of shared humanity and lived 

experiences. There is no love, family, culture, community, music, and socialising, which 

further elevates the superiority of those in the middle classes.  

 

The primary texts of this research indicate a complex relationship between punishment, 

animals and the child, which results in a four-part categorisation. The issues being discussed 

here are, in part, socio-political, with many writers using the platform of literature for children 
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to campaign for real-world change. The first set of texts explore the dark potential of childhood, 

the sadistic child who is often subjected to punishments as cruel as their offences. As discussed, 

these stories are more indicative of a literary trend than a social problem. The child’s affection 

for animals is anticipated, and the deployment of anthropomorphism is used to elicit sympathy 

for various causes. The descriptions of sadistic acts performed on the bodies of unwitting 

creatures are a way of exploring the worst potential of childhood. They are created to elicit an 

emotive response from the reader who is expected to welcome their punishment. The 

correlation between children harming animals and deviance in adulthood has occupied 

philosophers for generations and continues today. Other stories address fears about a lack of 

empathy by deploying anthropomorphism in an attempt to gain reader support for the rights of 

animals. 

 

However, these texts are contrasted by writers who demand a less emotional view, believing 

that animals were created for man’s consumption and usage. These works dismiss the idea that 

eating and hunting animals is indicative of a lack of morality, citing the rights of man over the 

brute creation. The second part of this chapter explores a different form of animal-related 

punishment: punitive metamorphosis, which explores fantasies about humans being concealed 

in an animal form. All of the animal stories engage with fears about a lack of humanity and ask 

what it means to be human and where the divisions and responsibilities lie. However, the 

animals themselves are of little significance, and the focus is firmly located in the human 

experience. 

 

Each chapter of this thesis makes an individual and distinct contribution to the field by 

engaging with texts, authors, themes and motifs that have not yet received academic attention. 

The research methodology was challenging, and the number of primary sources made the 
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project “front heavy” which was time-consuming and resulted in large quantities of textual data 

to organise and synthesise. However, this is fundamental to the success of the project as the 

inclusive “bottom-up” approach allowed the texts to form the eventual categories of 

punishment. It is not possible to discuss each text or punishment, and those included are done 

so based on their perceived significance to the existing field. The aims of this project were to 

merge close reading and critical analysis with a more scientific approach which has allowed 

results to emerge that reveal the complex and nuanced ways that literature engages with issues 

and themes. Nothing is black and white, and this approach incorporated the many shades of 

grey. 

 

The main categories of the research were initially titled: ‘Parents’, ‘Girls’, ‘Class’, ‘Boys’, and 

‘Animals’ (see Appendix 2), and these chapters are intended to be representative of critical 

issues that emerged within those topics. The individual experiences of character types engage 

with intersectional theories of gender and class, including the contemporary fields of 

motherhood and animal studies. A Foucauldian lens emphasises the ways that power circulates 

through texts, and the importance of contextualising research within historical shifts and 

movements. Texts are contextualised by consideration of factors such as authorship and 

publishing history, and the comparative analysis of themes and ideas has drawn out a plethora 

of intertextual allusions that show how the books relate to one another. Punishments have been 

interrogated, and repetitions and patterns have been identified and explored. The findings are 

not exhaustive, but they are indicative of how representations of punishment were deployed in 

the nineteenth-century texts of the Hockliffe Collection.  

 

The results combine to show that surprisingly physical punishments were used minimally in 

the texts of the corpus and were incorporated as a response to social concerns that are not 
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dissimilar to those found today. The writers of this period created stories that censored 

violence, expressed alarm at failed parenting, criticised specific undesirable behaviours in 

children and adopted a variety of methods that include some elements of violence, 

confinement, and humiliation but more frequently the presence of punishment is intended to 

encourage readers to resist temptation and not participate in dangerous activities or engage in 

lying, cheating, stealing or being rude to parents, friends and peers. They encourage children 

to control their temper and recognise their place in the hierarchy of their home and beyond.  

 

In her analysis of so-called ‘bogeys’ in literature, Warner argues that monsters ‘present what 

we dread’ and alter over time.3 The thesis begins by looking at the archetypal bogey in the form 

of the giant, but most of the punished and dreaded beings of this study are far more real. They 

come in the form of violent boys, failed mothers, disobedient girls, the poor, and animals.  

Punishments are markers of fear revealing anxieties about children defying authority, breaking 

social codes, and failing. They underline issues that are suspected of causing failed lives, 

financial ruin and, more practically, accidents. Oppressive punishments are alarmist and 

attached to the biggest fears in an attempt to underscore their significance. They warn that 

should children fail to correct their behaviour then their mothers might die, fail to recognise 

their position within the household, and be thrown into the streets, disobey God, and suffer 

eternal damnation. This study of discipline and punishment shows how adults primarily engage 

in the management of their own anxieties and impose control to protect their young from the 

fates they fear. The breadth of this research and the resultant findings significantly enhance 

understanding of this important feature of the socialisation of children in historical children’s 

literature. 

 
3 For example, Warner argues that paedophiles and the fears that they generate equate them to a modern-day 
ogre. Warner, No Go The Bogeyman, p.386. 
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Recommendations 

This study was designed to explore nineteenth-century prose books from the Hockliffe 

Collection and can be expanded further through the study of texts published in earlier and later 

periods. The findings of the research can be compared with similar books held in other 

collections to establish the significance of the different editing processes. For example, the 

relative weighting between didacticism and fantasy tales is likely to be different in other 

collections. There is considerable scope to produce original research focused on children’s 

literature pre-1850, and it is hoped that this thesis has gone some way to make a valuable 

contribution to this neglected field. There are many children’s literature authors of the 

nineteenth century who have been overlooked, and there remain significant gaps about the 

scholarship of George Cruikshank, Alfred Crowquill, Henry Morley and Edward Knatchbull-

Hugessen, among others.  There is an opportunity to trace further how the depictions of 

punishment have changed over time in children’s literature and beyond. The identification of 

the specific punishment of stripping girls is a topic that is worthy of further interrogation in 

texts beyond the Hockliffe Collection. Likewise, the analysis of mothers can be extended 

beyond this archive to incorporate shifting ideologies of mothering over time.  

 

The evolution of the punishment of giants can be further expanded to incorporate both earlier 

and later texts in order to provide a comprehensive study of how the villain gradually 

transformed into a sensitive outsider found in texts today. All of the chapters add details and 

value to the field in their own right, but they can all spur further investigations that would 

enhance and contextualise this research. The study is limited to English books published in 

Great Britain during the nineteenth century and excludes the texts that were published in other 

countries during the same era. Comparative analyses beyond these boundaries would build 

upon the findings of this research and further enrich our understanding of how different cultures 
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engage with similar concepts. In summary, this thesis makes a contribution to existing 

knowledge in the field of children’s literature and has the potential to spur further 

interdisciplinary research both within and outside the Hockliffe Collection. 
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Appendix Section 
 
Appendix One: The Primary Corpus 
 
Anon. (no date) The History of the Basket Maker. Chelmsford. 
Anon. (no date) The History of Dick Whittington, Lord Mayor of London. Banbury. 
Anon. (no date) Holiday Entertainment; or, The Good Child’s Fairing. Glasgow. 
Anon. (no date) The Little Boy who was Drowned. London. 
Anon. (no date) My Own Way. London. 
Anon. (no date) Occurrences of Master Manley’s Journey to the Metropolis. Chelmsford. 
Anon. (no date) Perfidy Detected! Or, The Children in the Wood Restored. Banbury. 
Anon. (no date) The Theatre of Youth. Huddersfield. 
Anon. (no date) The Three Cakes. London. 
Anon. (no date) Useful and Useless. London. 
Anon. (1800) Tales of the Arbor. London. 
Anon. (1801) The Dog of Knowledge. London. 
Anon. (c.1801) The History of a Pin. London. 
Anon. (1804) Dame Partlet’s Farm. London. 
Anon. (1804) The History of Goody Two-Shoes, and the Adventures of Tommy Two-Shoes. London. 
Anon. (1805) Take your Choice. London. 
Anon. (1805) The Voyages of Sinbad the Sailor. London. 
Anon. (1806) The New Children’s Friend. London. 
Anon. (1806) The Sleeping Beauty in Wood. London. 
Anon. (1806) The History of Tom Thumb. London.  
Anon. (1807) The History of Jack and the Bean-Stalk. London. 
Anon. (1808) The Castle on the Rock. London. 
Anon. (c.1810-1820) Nurse Dandlem’s Little Repository of Great Instruction. Glasgow. 
Anon. (c.1812) The Folly of Pride. London. 
Anon. (1812) My Real Friend. London. 
Anon. (1812) Cato, or Interesting Adventures of a Dog of Sentiment: Interspersed with many amiable 
examples and real anecdotes. London. 
Anon. (c.1813) The History of Little Goody Two-Shoes. Wellington. 
Anon. (c.1815) The Bad Boys Reformed by Kindness. London. 
Anon. (1815) Lucy; or, The Little Enquirer. London. 
Anon. (1815) The History of an Old Woman. London. 
Anon. (c.1815) The Orphan, or Tale of an Old Soldier. London. 
Anon. (1815) Robin Goodfellow. London. 
Anon. (1815) Tom Thumb’s Exhibition. London. 
Anon. (1815) The Visits of Tommy Lovebook to his Neighbouring Little Misses and Masters. London. 
Anon. (1816) Cato, or Interesting Adventures of a Dog of Sentiment. London. 
Anon. (c.1816) Little Matilda and her Fine Clothes. London. 
Anon. (1818) The History of Primrose Prettyface. London. 
Anon. (1818) A Visit to the Bazaar. London. 
Anon. (1820) Sketches of Juvenile Characters. Edinburgh. 
Anon. (c.1820) Youthful Sports; or, the Pleasures of a Country Fair. Otley. 
Anon. (1820) Jack the Giant Killer. Banbury. 
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Anon. (c.1820) Whittington and his Cat. London. 
Anon. (c.1822) The Good Child’s Delight. London. 
Anon. (1824) The Careless Little Boy. Wellington. 
Anon. (1825) Infant Stories. London. 
Anon. (1823) The Court of Oberon, or Temple of the Fairies. London. 
Anon. (c.1829) The History of Jack the Giant Killer. London 
Anon. (c.1829) Bysh’s Edition of the History of the Children in the Wood. London. 
Anon. (c.1829) The History of Little Louisa. London. 
Anon. (1829) The Voyages and Adventures of La Perouse. London. 
Anon. (c.1831) Juvenile Stories. London. 
Anon. (1833) The Birth-day Present; or, the Reward of Self-Control. London. 
Anon. (c.1833) Good Examples Recommended to all Good Children. London. 
Anon. (c.1833) Little Red Riding Hood; or, Some Account of Sally Evans. London. 
Anon. (c.1833) Old Edward, to which is added The Blacksmith. London. 
Anon. (c.1833) The Children in the Wood. London. 
Anon. (c.1833) The Interesting History and Pleasing Adventures of Tommy Trip. London. 
Anon. (c.1833) The Giant Killer. London. 
Anon. (c.1835-1857) Blanch and Rosalinda. London. 
Anon. (c.1836-1857) The History of Aladdin and the Wonderful Lamp. London. 
Anon. (c.1840) Jack and the Bean Stalk. London. 
Anon. (c.1840) The Selfish Boy. London. 
Anon. (c.1845) The History of Little Jane. London 
Anon. (c.1845) History of Mary Ann. London 
Anon. (c.1850-1860) Tom Thumb. London. 
Anon. (c.1855-1860) Jack and the Bean Stalk. London 
Anon. (c.1860) The History of Aladdin. Birmingham. 
Anon. (c.1860) Old Mother Hubbard’s Fairy Tale Book. Glasgow. 
Anon. (1876) Stories of Love and Duty. London. 
Anon. (1878) Nelly’s Ride. London. 
Anon. (c.1884) The Manborough Choir-Boys. London. 
Aiken, J and Barbauld, A.L. (1809) Evenings at Home: Volume 1. London. 
Bishop, J. (c.1820-1830) Pleasing Tales for Little Folks. London. 
Blackford, M. (1824) The Eskdale Herd-Boy. London. 
Boyle, M.C. (c.1882) The Story of an Old Watch. London. 
Budden, M.E. (1815) Always Happy!!! London. 
Budden, M.E. (1823) William Tell or the Patriot of Switzerland and by Florian and Hofer the Tyrolese. 
London. 
Burnett, F. (1893) Little Lord Fauntleroy. London. 
Butcher, E., Rev (1801) Moral Tales. London. 
C.E. (c.1800) The History of Miss Eliza Careful. London. 
Cameron, L. (1824) The Two Lambs. Wellington. 
Campe, J.H. (1818) The New Robinson Crusoe. London. 
Coyne, S. (1866) Sam Spangles or the History of a Harlequin. London. 
Crockett, S.R. (1895) Sweetheart Travellers. New York & London. 
Crowe, C. (1848) Pippie’s Warning; or, Mind Your Temper. London. 
Crowquill, A. (1875) Famous Fairy Tales. London. 
Cruikshank, G. (c.1865) Puss in Boots. London. 
Cupples, Mrs (1872) Vea and her Cousins. London. 
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Darton, W. (1801) The Third Chapter of Accidents and Remarkable Events. London. 
Defoe, D. (no date) Life and Adventures of Robinson Crusoe. Banbury. 
Defoe, D. (c.1840) Little Robinson Crusoe. London. 
Edgeworth, M. (c.1810) Early Lessons. London. 
Edgeworth, M. (1815) The Parent’s Assistant: Vol. iv. London. 
Edgeworth, M. (1816) Continuation of ‘Early Lessons’. London. 
Edgeworth, M. (1821) Rosamond: Vol.1. London. 
Edgeworth, M. (1821) Rosamond: Vol.2. London. 
Edgeworth, M. (1856) Harry and Lucy. London. 
Edgeworth, M. (1897) The Parent’s Assistant. London. 
Elliott, M. (1818) The Adventures of Thomas Two-Shoes. London. 
Elliott, M. (1818) The Orphan Boy; or, A Journey to Bath. London. 
Ewing, J.H. (1884) Brothers of Pity. London. 
Ewing, J.H. (1885) Daddy Darwin’s Dovecot. London. 
Ewing, J.H. (c.1885) Jackanapes. London. 
Ewing, J.H. (c.1885) The Story of a Short Life. London. 
Ewing, J.H. (1887) Dandelion Clocks and Other Tales. London. 
Ewing, J.H. (c.1887) The Peace Egg and a Christmas Mumming Play. London. 
Ewing, J.H. (1899) Jan of the Windmill. London. 
Fenn, E. (c.1820-1825) Pretty Tales containing five Entertaining Stories. Chelmsford. 
Fenn, G.M. (1894) Real Gold. London. 
Fenwick, E. (1808) Mary and her Cat. London. 
Fenwick, E. (1809) The Life of the Famous Dog Carlos. London. 
Fenwick, E. (c.1830) The Story of Little Mary and her Cat. London. 
Feuillet, O. (1846) The Life and Adventures of Punchinello. London. 
Gatty, M. (1861) Red Snow. London. 
Harris, J.C. (1890) Daddy Jake the Runaway. London. 
Hocking, S.K. (1888) Crookleigh, a Village Story. London & New York. 
Hofland, B. (1827) The Son of a Genius. London. 
Hofland, B. (1828) The Daughter of a Genius. London. 
Hofland, B. (c.1830) Elizabeth, and her Three Beggar Boys. London. 
Hofland, B. (c.1845) Alice and her Aunt. London. 
Howard, E.G.G. (ed.) and Maryatt, Cpt. (c.1897) Rattling the Reefer. London. 
Hughes, M. (no date) Aunt Mary’s Tales: For the Entertainment and Improvement of Little Girls. 
London. 
Hughes, M. (1812) The Rebellious Schoolgirl. London. 
Jerrold, D. (1874) Mrs Caudle’s Curtain Lectures. London. 
Johnson, R. (1803) Tea-Table Dialogue. London. 
Johnson, R (1810) The Blossoms of Morality. London. 
Johnson, R. (1821) The Looking-Glass for Mind. London. 
Knatchbull-Hugessen, E.H. (1872) Tales at Tea-Time. London. 
Knatchbull-Hugessen, E.H. (1877) Whispers from Fairyland. London. 
Le Prince de Beaumont, M. (c.1820) Beauty and the Beast. Glasgow. 
MacDonald, G. (1890) A Rough Shaking. London. 
Morley, H. (c.1867) Fairy Tales. London. 
Meeke, M. (c.1820) The Birthday Present. London.  
Mister, M. (1816) The Adventures of a Doll. London. 
Newbery, J. (c.1820) The History of Giles Gingerbread. York. 
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Opie, A. (1825) Illustrations of Lying. London. 
Perrault, C. (no date) The History of Princess Amanda, or, Sleeping Beauty in the Wood. London. 
Perrault, C. (1803) Puss in Boots, and Diamonds and Toads. London. 
Perrault, C. (c.1807-1850) Little Red Riding Hood, and the Wicked Wolf. Alnwick. 
Perrault, C. and others (c.1808-1840) Stories of Prince Lupin, Yellow Dwarf, Little George, and Little 
Red Riding-Hood. Edinburgh. 
Perrault, C. (c.1813-1832) Blue Beard; or, Female Curiosity. Bristol. 
Perrault, C. (c.1814) The Interesting Story of Cinderella and her Glass Slipper. Banbury. 
Perrault, C. and others (c.1820) The Entertaining Story of Little Red Riding Hood. York. 
Perrault, C. (c.1820) Cinderella; or, The Little Glass Slipper. London. 
Perrault, C. (c.1835-1857) Blue Beard. London. 
Perrault, C. (c.1850) Puss in Boots. London. 
Reed, T.B. (c.1894) A Dog with a Bad Name. London. 
Sherwood. M. (1824) The History of Emily and her Brother. Wellington. 
Sherwood. M. (1824) The History of Little George and his Penny. Wellington. 
Sherwood. M. (1824) Little Arthur. Wellington. 
Sherwood. M. (1824) The Little Dog Flora, with her Silver Bell. Wellington. 
Sherwood. M. (1824) Little Robert and the Owl. Wellington. 
Sherwood. M. (1824) The Rose. Wellington. 
Sherwood. M. (1824) The Little Sunday-School Child’s Reward. Wellington. 
Sherwood. M. (1824) The Wishing Cap. Wellington. 
Sherwood, M. (c.1830) The History of Little Henry and his Bearer. London. 
Smyth, E. (1811) The History of Tabby a Favourite Cat. London. 
Stowe, H.E. (1862) Our Charlie and what to do with him. London. 
Stretton, H. (c.1880) The Fishers of Derby Haven. London. 
Sullivan, W.F. (1817) Portraits of Life. London. 
Sullivan, W.F. (1817) The Young Liar. London. 
Sullivan, W.F. (1818) Emily and Henrietta. London. 
Sullivan, W.F. (1818) Juvenile Sketches. London. 
Sullivan, W.F. (1821) Young Winifred. London. 
Sullivan, W.F. (c.1825) The Orphans; or Triumph of Integrity. London. 
Swift, J. (1801) Pocket Library of Lilliputian Folio Books. London. 
Swift, J. (1815) The Adventures of Captain Gulliver in a Voyage to Lilliput. Glasgow. 
Trimmer, S. (1817) Fabulous Histories. London. 
Trimmer, S. (c.1835) The Robins. London. 
Various authors. (1810) Popular Tales. London. 
Various authors. (1812) Tabart’s Collection of Popular Stories for the Nursery. London. 
Various authors. (c.1834) Pretty Stories for the Amusement of Good Children. Derby. 
Vaux, F.Bowyer (1815) Virtue and Vice. London. 
Vaux, F.Bowyer (1816) Domestic Pleasures. London 
Vaux, F.Bowyer (1816) Henry: a Story. London. 
Vernes, J. (c.1887) The Clipper of the Clouds. London. 
Wakefield, P. (1825) Juvenile Anecdotes. London. 
Walker, T.H. (c.1862) Good Servants, Good Wives, and Happy Homes. London. 
Ward, C.G. (1813) The History and Adventures of Little James and Mary. London. 
West, J. (1812) The Sorrows of Selfishness. London. 
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Appendix three: The Hockliffe Shop Timeline 
 
1870: Frederic Hockliffe (1833-1914) opens his new business F. Hockliffe in Bedford. The shop was 

a new and second hand bookshop that also sold various other items including games, postcards 

and fountain pens. There were also various services on offer including framing and printing. 

The business operated a Mudie styled circulatory library and most of the advertisements for the 

business are under the name ‘F. Hockliffe The Library’ (The Bedfordshire Times and 

Independent, 1902).  

 

It was a fairly large business which occupied two addresses in Bedford. The business also ran 

a publishing division and produced works including: 

Glunicke , G.J.R. (1888) The New German Field Exercise. F Hockliffe: Bedford 

Glunicke, G.J.R (1899) Reminiscences of 1870-71. F. Hockliffe: Bedford.  

        

1914: Frederic Hockliffe died in 1914 and the business was inherited by his son, Frederic Rich 

Hockliffe (1861-1929). Frederic Rich was a prominent member of Bedford’s community 

holding various positions including Town Mayor.  He also published a number of  Bedford 

themed titles including: 

Hockliffe, E. (ed)  (1925) The History of Bedford School. F.R.Hockliffe: Bedford. 

Farrar, C.F. (1926) Old Bedford, the Town of Sir William Harper, John Bunyan and John 

Howard the Philanthropist. F.R.Hockliffe and Simpkin, Marshall and Co.: Bedford and 

London. 

The Ousel. The Journal of Bedford School Bound Volume, 1927-1930 (1927). F.R.Hockliffe: 

Bedford. 

Westaway, K.M. (ed) (1932) A History of Bedford High School. F.R.Hockliffe: Bedford 

Westaway, J.M. (1945) Old Girls in New Times: The Story of the Work Done by the Old Girls 

of Bedford High School During Nearly Sixty of War, 1939-1945. F.R.Hockliffe: Bedford. 

        

1927: Frederic Rich, in his role of Chairman of the Finance Committee of the Bedford Educational 

Association, donated a collection of children’s literature to the new library of the Bedford 

Training College. According to a press article in the Bedfordshire Times and Independent on 

27th May 1927, the ‘gift collection’ was of ‘ancient and modern child books’ that were 

‘displayed in a special show case. This collection contains the story of the evolution of child-

teaching’ (British Newspaper Archive, 2016).  

 



 xii 

1929:   Frederic Rich Hockliffe dies and the business is run by his wife Elizabeth and their son, Maurice 

Frederic Hockliffe. The business is reorganised and sold to WH Smith and Maurice leaves 

Bedford to work in London in 1935. The shop continued to trade under the Hockliffe name well 

into the 1950s. 
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