




Sharing the Classics 
 

ecently I was trolling the shelves of my favorite bookstore (Goodwill) and came across a copy of Heidi.  I’m 
always on the lookout for good books to send to my niece and nephew (ages 7 and 5), so naturally I grabbed it. 
It had been a favorite of mine when I was a child—so, before sending it off, I decided to revisit this old friend. 

 After a few pages, I began to wonder... had Heidi always been this boring?  I remembered loving this book!  
Now it seemed as dull as the proverbial dishwater.  Was it one of those books that you can only enjoy as a child—
too innocent or ignorant to know better?  Surely, too, some scenes were missing... Then I reached the point where 
the Grandfather tells Heidi the names of his goats, which were... Daisy and Dopey. 
 Well, not Dopey.  I don’t remember what the second name was, as this was when I threw the book across the 
room.  I wasn’t reading Heidi.  I was reading a dumbed-down book edited for “today’s” children.  The goats, I 
remembered distinctly, were named Schwanli and Barli (“little swan” and “little bear”).  But apparently “today’s” 
children were considered unable to grasp the concept that Swiss goats might have Swiss names.  I’m surprised 
Heidi herself hadn’t been renamed “Ashley” or “Madison” or something. 
 Fortunately I had my own copy of Heidi on the shelf, and spent a few happy hours revisiting this charming 
book as it was meant to be read.  Which got me thinking about how many of my childhood favorites—books I 
now want to share with my niece and nephew—were Victorian, and how they’ve shaped our lives.  
 Imagine growing up without, say, A Little Princess, or Treasure Island, or Tom Sawyer, or Winnie the Pooh, 
or Peter Pan.  Imagine a world without the magic of E. Nesbit, or the Victorian-era memories of Laura Ingalls 
Wilder.  Louisa May Alcott’s Little Women remains ever-green, though I personally preferred Jack and Jill. Of 
course, for every Little Princess there’s a Little Lord Fauntleroy (having recently read this, I’m not surprised no 
one has bothered making a movie of it since 1936).  Of course, one testament to the enduring nature of Victorian 
“classics” is how many have become exclusive Disney properties! 
 That doesn’t mean that all the best children’s books were written in Victorian days.  Far from it!  Today one 
can choose from thousands of options—and there are hundreds that have achieved the status of “classics,” from 
C.S. Lewis to J.K. Rowling.  But today’s classics owe more than, perhaps, their authors realize to the treasures of 
Victorian times.  They owe their very existence to the Victorian era. 
 Because... it was in the Victorian era that the concept of writing books for children emerged.  Stories existed, 
certainly, but many of the stories that we think of today as “children’s fairy tales” were not, in fact, originally 
aimed at  children.  But think about what is required for a society to evolve the notion of developing an entire 
industry—writing, publishing, and selling—around books for children. 
 At least three things had to come together for this to happen.  First, book publishing had to become 
sufficiently inexpensive to make it possible to even conceive of publishing a book just for a child.  Before the 
mid- to late Victorian era, books were expensive.  You don’t put something costly and precious in the hands of a 
child; you put it high on the shelf out of a child’s reach.  But thanks to Victorian printing advances, the idea came 
about that you could, indeed, create books specifically designed to be in the hands of children.  Second, you had to 
have widespread education.  Enough children had to be able to read to make the whole process of writing, 
publishing and selling children’s books economically viable.  (And read they did; most Victorian children’s books 
feature Victorian children who love to read!)  Third, you have to have developed a cultural concept of children as 
being distinct entities and individuals with their own interests, needs and personalities—not just small adults.  You 
have to think of children as having imaginations, of having minds that can be shaped through stories. And this all 
comes together in the Victorian age. 
 What you don’t have, then or in today’s classics, is the assumption that children are too stupid to understand a 
complex concept or a difficult word.  Many, many “dumbed down” versions of classics are available today, often 
with no indication that they are edited or abridged from the originals.  But oddly enough, today’s great children’s 
writers don’t seem to feel that they have to write stupid books for stupid kids.  Like their Victorian predecessors, 
they believe that children have imaginations and minds that can benefit from interesting, challenging tales. 
 Let’s make sure that our children have access to the classics of every era—and let’s make sure that we never 
start assuming our children are too dumb to understand great stories and great writing.  Otherwise it could become 
a self-fulfilling prophecy. 

—Moira Allen, Editor 
editors@victorianvoices.net 
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