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    Mortal order is unsettled by capricious enchantment, revealing how imagination tests the boundaries of love, power, and identity in a world where the marvelous and the everyday collide and contend.

A Fairy Tale in Two Acts; Taken from Shakespeare (1763) belongs to the mid-eighteenth-century tradition of adapting Shakespeare for contemporary audiences, associated with George Colman and David Garrick alongside Shakespeare’s originating authority. Emerging within a lively British theatrical culture, it reshapes familiar materials into a compact two-act form designed for clarity, pace, and spectacle. The piece speaks to the era’s appetite for elegance and wit, while retaining the allure of Shakespearean fantasy. Its publication and staging context reflect an environment in which managers, playwrights, and actors collaborated to make earlier drama newly accessible without abandoning its canonical prestige.

The premise moves between the human and the supernatural, bringing mortals into contact with fairies whose interventions complicate affections, loyalties, and social decorum. Without dwelling on particulars, the work promises brisk momentum, a polished comic surface, and an atmosphere that alternates between courtly poise and woodland wonder. Readers can expect an idiom that gestures toward Shakespearean cadence while embracing eighteenth-century theatrical sensibility. The two-act structure favors economy of incident and concentrated effect, so that misunderstandings, reversals, and reconciliations are set in motion swiftly. The experience is one of graceful enchantment: light, playful, and attentive to balance between misrule and restorative order.

Key themes flow from the tension between reason and imagination, the volatility of desire, and the fragile assurances of rank and ritual when confronted by the caprices of the fantastic. The play explores how perception can be charmed or misled, and how emotional truth may emerge through seeming illusion. It also reflects on performance itself: masks, metamorphoses, and staged appearances invite audiences to consider the theatre’s power to conjure realities that both distract and instruct. At its heart lies a meditation on harmony—personal, social, and aesthetic—achieved not by denying wonder but by tempering it with judgment, forgiveness, and renewed self-knowledge.

Historically, the work exemplifies eighteenth-century adaptation practices: abridgement, reconfiguration, and selective emphasis that bring earlier drama into alignment with prevailing tastes. Garrick’s broader advocacy of Shakespeare—along with his managerial influence—created a climate in which respectful transformation was seen as a form of homage and renewal. Colman’s involvement situates the piece among comedies and afterpieces that favored nimble construction and audience-friendly clarity. The fairy-tale framing signals a willingness to foreground spectacle and charm while maintaining a classical sense of proportion. In this light, A Fairy Tale serves as a document of theatrical craft as much as a conduit for Shakespearean inheritance.

For readers today, the play invites reflection on adaptation as a creative conversation rather than a test of fidelity. It raises timely questions: how should classic works be reshaped to speak to new publics, and what do such choices reveal about their interpreters? The encounter between human custom and supernatural whim becomes a figure for cultural negotiation—between tradition and innovation, authority and experiment. Its restraint of plot and refinement of tone offer a compact vantage on the period’s aesthetics, while its enduring concerns—misunderstanding, transformation, the search for accord—retain their appeal across centuries and artistic forms.

Approached as both entertainment and artifact, the piece rewards attention to its balancing acts: the elegance of its dialogue beside the swiftness of its scenes, the decorative charm of fantasy beside ethical undercurrents, the Shakespearean legacy beside eighteenth-century taste. Readers may listen for echoes without expecting a simple transcription; the pleasure lies in contrasts, continuities, and carefully chosen departures. Expect a lucid, buoyant journey that privileges atmosphere and design over labyrinthine plotting, yet leaves room for feeling and wit. As an introduction to the era’s Shakespeare, it offers a finely crafted portal—inviting, concise, and resonant with the theatrical intelligence of its time.
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    A Fairy Tale in Two Acts Taken from Shakespeare (1763) is a condensed theatrical adaptation of a celebrated Shakespearean comedy, fashioned for eighteenth-century audiences by David Garrick and George Colman. Drawing chiefly on the woodland enchantments and romantic confusions of the original, it concentrates the story into a swift, two-act entertainment. The piece heightens the presence of the fairy court and streamlines the human plot, favoring music, spectacle, and lyrical interludes. Its language and structure blend Shakespearean passages with contemporary revisions, aiming for clarity and elegance. The result is a compact, festive narrative that treats love’s caprice and the allure of illusion with lightness and poise.

The work opens in an Athenian setting where social duty and personal desire are at odds. A young woman is pressed to accept an approved suitor, while her heart is pledged elsewhere. The man she loves resolves to flee restrictive authority, and she commits to follow him into a nearby wood. Another pair, already entangled in unbalanced affections, becomes entangled in pursuit, drawn by jealousies and misapprehensions. This framework sets the stakes: conflicting promises, threatened obedience, and the unforeseen consequences of flight. The courtly order, stated sharply at the outset, provides a foil for the unruly forces that soon dominate the moonlit forest.

In the enchanted wood, the fairy kingdom presides. Oberon and Titania, rulers of the night, are estranged over a cherished attendant, and their discord unsettles nature. The sprite Puck, Oberon’s quick and mischievous agent, is introduced as the instrument of magical corrections. Oberon, both stern and benevolent, decides to employ a potent flower whose juice can alter affections at first sight. The plan serves dual ends: to humble Titania and to rectify a mismatch among the mortals wandering close by. The stage picture shifts to nocturnal wonder, with attendants and airy music marking a world where gentle spells guide, and sometimes misguide, the heart.

The Athenian lovers, now within the wood, lose the familiar compass of day. Their flight, secrecy, and fatigue create an opening for enchantment. Oberon, seeing the imbalance of pursuit and rejection, instructs Puck to anoint a particular sleeper’s eyes. Trusting imperfect cues, Puck risks mistaking one dreamer for another. The misplacement breeds a chain of reversals that tests loyalty and patience. Quarrels flare; vows are questioned; and a comic urgency quickens the chase. Rather than settle the dispute, the first stroke of magic exacerbates it, spreading confusion among the trees while moonlight, song, and rustling leaves conceal the source of the disorder.

Parallel to the mortals’ tangle, Titania retires to her bower attended by fairies. There, the same charm is used at Oberon’s command, ensuring she will awaken enamored of the first creature she beholds. The scene emphasizes delicacy and spectacle: lullabies, dances, and a pageantry of attendants conjure a dream within a dream. Titania’s sudden infatuation, comic without cruelty, mirrors the instability afflicting the lovers. In this adaptation, the episode is shaped to suit refined taste, focusing on elegance rather than coarse surprise. It reinforces the central device: affection as a fluid force, subject to accidents of time, perception, and spellbound chance.

As the first act draws toward its close, the entanglements intensify. Two lovers awaken to altered passions, while the neglected and the pursued trade grievances in rapidly shifting constellations. Helena suspects ridicule; Hermia fears betrayal; the once-confident suitor now finds himself displaced. Oberon, recognizing that the correction has miscarried, presses Puck to amend the error, yet each attempt prompts fresh misunderstandings. The woodland becomes a maze of crossed paths and mock duels, with moonbeams and mist blurring identities. The fairies, invisible arbiters of the scene, observe with mingled amusement and concern, preparing remedies that must be timed to dawn’s approach and judgment’s return.

The second act turns to restoration. Oberon, content that his lesson has been felt, arranges to release Titania from her infatuation, restoring concord within the fairy realm. He also directs Puck to separate the contentious mortals, calm their tempers, and reapply the charm so that affections realign. What follows is a series of careful adjustments: sleepers are guided to soft beds of leaves; eyes are treated with counter-charms; and watchwords are spoken to seal intended bonds. The atmosphere lightens as quarrels subside and bewilderment gives way to drowsy peace, positioning the tale for a morning of recognition, clemency, and ritual celebration.

With daybreak, the play’s human order reasserts itself. Authority enters the wood, discovers the slumbering youths, and regards the night’s events as an inexplicable dream. What was rigid becomes flexible; prohibitions soften; and the prospect of festivity overtakes threat. In keeping with this adaptation’s design, stage business that might distract from harmony is curtailed, and the focus remains on music, dance, and the confirmation of proper matches. The fairies, now reconciled, bless the proceedings, promising quiet households and faithful hearts. The theatrical tone favors grace over satire, completing a swift passage from discord to unity under the benign governance of enchanted art.

Overall, the piece presents love as mutable yet, under gentle guidance, inclinable toward balance. The adaptation’s two-act shape heightens clarity: a sharp conflict yields to magical intervention, confusion crests, and measured remedies produce concord. Garrick and Colman preserve the spirit of Shakespeare’s interplay between court and forest while streamlining subplots and elevating musical ornament. The fairy court’s blessing frames the central message: human affairs, unsettled by passion, find resolution when imagination and mercy temper law. By ending in brightness without detailing every turn, the tale asserts that the night’s bewilderments belong to dream, and waking restores both memory and measure.





Historical Context




Table of Contents




    Set in an imagined ancient Athens and in a nearby enchanted wood, the piece draws on Shakespeare’s A Midsummer Night’s Dream to stage a contrast between civic order and rustic liberty. The Athenian court of Duke Theseus and Amazon queen Hippolyta evokes a classical polity governed by statute, petition, and patriarchal prerogative, while the forest—ruled by Oberon, Titania, and Puck—operates by caprice, metamorphosis, and natural magic. The temporal frame is deliberately vague (a mythic antiquity), yet the dramaturgy relies on midsummer festival time, when customary misrule suspends ordinary hierarchies. This fusion of classical city and folkloric wilderness was vivid for Georgian playgoers encountering Colman’s 1763 adaptation on London’s patent stages.

The most decisive historical framework for A Fairy Tale in Two Acts (1763) was Britain’s regulated theatrical system under the Licensing Act of 1737. Enacted under Sir Robert Walpole, the Act required all new plays to be submitted to the Lord Chamberlain for licensing before performance, empowering the royal household to excise political allusion and indecorous material. It reinforced the London monopoly of the two patent theatres—Drury Lane and Covent Garden—restricting spoken drama largely to those houses and pushing minor venues toward opera, dance, or pantomime. Within this regime, managers like David Garrick (patentee of Drury Lane from 1747 to 1776) pursued repertory choices that were prestigious yet censor-proof; Shakespeare became a principal resource. Adaptation—altering plots, pruning perceived obscenity, adding songs and scenic pageantry—was a practical strategy to satisfy regulation, fashion, and box-office demands. George Colman the Elder, a rising dramatist who would later manage Covent Garden, crafted A Fairy Tale as a compact two-act entertainment congenial to licensing and to the period’s mixed-evening playbill, which commonly paired a five-act “mainpiece” with a shorter afterpiece. The fairy subject enabled spectacle without topical satire, while the Athenian law-versus-love dilemma could be presented as timeless rather than partisan. Garrick himself had already mined the same Shakespearean material in The Fairies (1755), indicating a managerial consensus that the Dream’s magical machinery, music, and dance served the patent theatres’ commercial and regulatory needs. Thus, the 1737 Act, the Lord Chamberlain’s oversight, and the patent duopoly did not merely constrain Colman’s options; they materially shaped the work’s scale, tone, and reliance on Shakespeare as a culturally safe yet marketable source.

The Seven Years’ War (1756–1763) and the resulting Treaty of Paris (10 February 1763) formed the immediate political backdrop to the play’s premiere year. Britain emerged with vast imperial gains—Canada from France, dominance in Bengal after Plassey (1757), and maritime superiority—but also with a national debt exceeding £130 million, demobilization pressures, and urban crowding as sailors and soldiers returned. Peace brought a surge in public leisure and theatre attendance in London. Managers supplied celebratory spectacle and light, restorative amusements. The play’s emphasis on reconciliation, festivity, and harmonious marriages resonated with a society transitioning from wartime strain to peacetime display, mirroring a civic desire for order restored without overt political argument.

A powerful cultural current shaping the work was the mid-eighteenth-century consolidation of Shakespeare as national patrimony. The Shakespeare Ladies’ Club had campaigned from the 1730s to secure more stage revivals; David Garrick built his Drury Lane reputation on Shakespearean roles and adaptations; and Samuel Johnson’s edition of Shakespeare (1765) soon provided scholarly authority to the canon. Garrick’s Stratford Jubilee in 1769 would crown this fervor, but the momentum was already strong in 1763. Colman’s decision to title his afterpiece “taken from Shakespeare” harnessed this patriotic capital, framing fairy magic and Athenian law as English cultural property while shielding the entertainment under the prestige of an increasingly sacrosanct author.

Debate over marriage law and parental authority, sharpened by the Marriage Act of 1753 (sponsored by Lord Chancellor Hardwicke), also informs the play’s conflicts. The Act required publication of banns or a licence, invalidated clandestine “Fleet marriages,” and mandated parental consent for parties under 21 in England and Wales. It curbed impulsive unions and strengthened paternal and clerical oversight. Shakespeare’s original plot—Egeus invoking law to force his daughter’s choice—thus echoed contemporary legal realities. In Colman’s 1763 context, the lovers’ appeal against compulsion to a higher principle of mutual affection would have been heard against a decade of litigation and pamphleteering over consent, guardianship, and social order in wedlock.

The Wilkes crisis of 1763 injected London with volatile debates on liberty and authority that theatres could not ignore. John Wilkes’s The North Briton, No. 45 (23 April 1763) denounced the King’s Speech, prompting his arrest under a general warrant





OEBPS/text/g2e_cover.jpg
NOW W W W XN N )
oy

Two

=~
o=

Acts Tak

1

A Fa

, J'»

L VT —

rom

=S

T
ok

en
Shakespeare (1763)





OEBPS/text/GP_Logo.png





