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General Introduction to
THE GUILD SHAKESPEARE

L

When we think of William Shakespeare, we usually conjure up an
image of the consummate literary artist. And rightly so: in his
immortal Sonnets and in his elegant verse narratives, Shake-
speare produced some of the greatest poetry in the annals of
world literature. But the works we most indelibly associate with
Shakespeare’s genius today were not originally conceived as liter-
ature. They began as scripts for performance, and they were
designed, not to be read in the privacy of a library armchair, but
to be seen and heard in bustling theatres like the Globe.

Many of us first encountered Shakespeare when we memo-
rized passages from Julius Caesar and Macbeth as students in
school. It may therefore surprise us to learn that neither of these
classics appeared in print during the author’s lifetime. Along with
seventeen other plays that had not been published previously,
they first emerged as “literature” in 1623, seven years after the
playwright’s death, in a substantial volume now referred to as the
First Folio.

The Folio contained thirty-six plays in all. Half of them had
been published in individual paperbacks (now known as quartos)
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while the author was still flourishing as a dramatist, actor, and
theatre entrepreneur. Many of these compact quarto editions
seem to have been printed directly from copies of Shakespeare’s
own manuscripts. So far as we can determine, however, the play-
wright himself had little or nothing to do with preparing any of
them for the press. Just why we don’t know. The only thing that
seems clear is that when he died in 1616, Shakespeare had made
no provision to ensure that the “insubstantial pageants” he’d
produced for London theatre audiences would survive in a more
permanent form after the playwright and his stage had passed
into the “dark Backward and abysm of Time.”

Fortunately, two of his former colleagues, John Heminge
and Henry Condell, took it upon themselves to compile a volume
that would immortalize the plays of the incomparable dramatist
with whom they had collaborated for so many happy years as
members of England’s most prominent acting company. They
secured the patronage of two noblemen who had seen the com-
pany through some of its most successful ventures. They commis-
sioned an engraved portrait of Shakespeare for the frontispiece.
They obtained several dedicatory poems, including a lengthy
eulogy from playwright Ben Jonson. And they published the col-
lected plays in a form and format they hoped would make them
accessible to “the great variety of readers.”

The Folio editors divided the majority of the texts into acts
and scenes. (The early quartos, mirroring the unbroken se-
quence that probably characterized most Elizabethan perfor-
mances, had been printed without the structural demarcations
typical of Renaissance editions of classical drama.) For a number
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of the plays the editors provided rosters of dramatis personae,
usually enumerated under such headings as “Names of the Ac-
tors.” They regularized many of the entrances, exits, speech
headings, and stage directions. They made an effort to secure
reliable manuscripts and to correct mistakes that had appeared in
previous quarto editions. And in general they did their best to
present the works in a manner that would make them under-
standable and enjoyable to an audience that might never be able
to see them performed in the theatre.

Not surprisingly, the volume produced under the supervi-
sion of Heminge and Condell was plagued by minor flaws, with
the consequence that subsequent editors have spent nearly four
centuries trying to resolve inconsistencies, ferret out corrup-
tions, and eliminate errors in the texts it transmitted. But the
compilers succeeded admirably in their principal aim: “to keep
the memory of so worthy a friend and fellow alive as was our
Shakespeare.” In the process they provided an editorial model,
however imperfect, that remains instructive today.

When we compare the First Folio to the typical modern
edition of Shakespeare, we are more apt to be impressed by the
differences than by the similarities. Since twentieth-century print-
ings of Shakespeare are normally produced in conformity with
present-day standards of punctuation, spelling, and usage, they
look more neat, clean, and “correct” than the Folio text. Most of
them smooth out stylistic rough spots to be found in the early
printings. Some even go so far as to translate obsolete words and
word forms into modern English. Meanwhile, of course, virtually
all of them draw upon the work of previous editors and on the
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fruits of modern scholarship in a conscientious effort to repair
the deficiencies of the original texts.

The results are on the whole splendid. But there are losses as
well as gains to be had from the modernization of Shakespeare’s
works. Some of the older conventions in the presentation of his
texts are like the forerunners of modern musical instruments:
they have qualities that cannot be duplicated with fidelity by later
instruments and modes of representation. We’ve learned from
recent interpretations of Renaissance and Baroque music that
there are often aesthetic benefits to be obtained from a return to
the original sources—to the scorings and instruments with which
works like Handel’s ‘““Water Music” were initially presented. And
we've learned from our century’s experiments in the perfor-
mance of Shakespeare’s plays that an open stage analogous to
that on which they were first produced does more justice to them
than does the kind of proscenium auditorium devised for plays
that came later in the development of drama.

Like other twentieth-century printings of Shakespeare, The
Guild Shakespeare derives a great deal from the editorial tradition
that has led to so many excellent modern versions of the author’s
works. But in an attempt to draw fresh inspiration from the spirit
that animated the plays and poems when they first appeared, the
Guild edition preserves and highlights a number of attributes
from the original printings that seem germane to the content of
the drama and literature they transmitted to posterity.

In its punctuation, for example, the Guild text endeavors to
give equal emphasis to sound and sense. In many situations
where modern practice normally calls for commas—after voca-

X

GENERAL INTRODUCTION

tives and interjections such as “O” and “‘alas,” for example, and
before “Sir”” in phrases like “Ah Sir”” and ‘‘Yes Sir”’—this edition
follows the original printings and omits them. In places where
Elizabethan practice calls for heavier punctuation—to mark the
caesural pause in the middle of a line of verse, for example—this
edition will sometimes include a comma that would not be re-
quired in ordinary twentieth-century usage. In either case, The
Guild Shakespeare attempts to preserve the way the lines were
meant to be spoken as well as what they were meant to convey.

Original spellings are generally retained whenever there is
reason to believe that they might have a significant bearing on
how a word was pronounced or on what it conveyed in Renais-
sance England. In many cases this practice affects the names of
characters. Readers of this edition will discover, for example, that
Romeo is a “Mountague,” not a ‘“Montague”; and in The Two
Gentlemen of Verona they will follow the fortunes of “‘Protheus,” not
“Proteus.”

In numerous instances the retention of original spellings will
preserve puns and verbal ambiguities that would otherwise be
obliterated, as in the wordplay on ‘“‘amour” in the references to
“sycamours” and ‘“gossamours’’ in Romeo and Juliet. In other in-
stances archaic spellings will remind readers of subtle ways in
which the language has evolved since Shakespeare’s time, as in
the distinction between our word “myself”” (often more or less
equivalent to “me”’) and the Elizabethan phrase “‘my self,”” which
allowed a Shakespearean character to speak of his or her person-
ality in a more objective fashion.

In the Guild edition apostrophes are used to indicate the
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elision of syllables in words that could be pronounced differently
in different metrical contexts. In a typical passage of 4 Midsummer
Night’s Dream, for example, the same word is rendered in two
distinct ways in the same line: “And with her Pers’nage, her tall
Personage.” First “pers’nage” is treated metrically as a two-sylla-
ble word; then it is drawn out to three syllables.

In many cases the syllabic elisions marked in this edition
reproduce those found in the Quarto and Folio texts. But because
the original editions are anything but consistent in this matter,
the Guild text frequently elides syllables (or adds them, as in the
metrical alternation between “Empress” and “Emperess’ in Zitus
Andronicus) where the early texts fail to do so.

Another feature of the Guild edition that will be immediately
apparent to readers is its bountiful use of capital letters. Most of
the words that were normally capitalized in the First Folio are
capitalized here. These include titles such as King, Queen, Duke,
Duchess, Lord, Lady, Master, and Mistress. They also include
words that name or identify persons (Father, Mother, Husband,
Son, Daughter, Nurse, Friar, Villain, Dog), and references to
particular classes of beings (Gods, Fairies, Elves), places (Court,
Castle, City, Monument, Orchard, Chamber), aspects of the natu-
ral world (Sun, Moon, Stars, Summer, East), and furnishings or
objects that serve as properties in the staging of a play (Throne,
Curtain, Letter, Sword, Knife, Vial). Other categories of capital-
ized words include major concepts (Love, Nature, Fancy, Law,
Justice, Mercy) and key terms in ‘“conceits” (extended meta-
phors) or aria-like “set pieces” (such as Mercutio’s celebrated
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to comment on some of the possibilities for stage business sug-
gested by the lines.

Often a character is given different designations in a play’s
most authoritative early printing. Juliet’s mother is variously
identified, for example, as ‘“Lady,” “Old Lady,” “Lady of the
House,” “Mother,” “Capulet’s Wife,” or simply ‘“Wife.” Inter-
estingly, one designation she never receives in the original texts
of Romeo and Juliet is the name to be found in most modern
editions: ‘“Lady Capulet.” In this edition, references to her are
usually normalized to “Capulet’s Wife,” the title that seems to
capture her role in the play most faithfully and consistently. A
similar procedure for the designation of characters is adopted
throughout The Guild Shakespeare.

The Guild edition will occasionally introduce conjectural
readings when difficulties in the text cannot otherwise be re-
solved satisfactorily. And like other modern editions, it will ac-
cept many of the emendations proposed by previous editors. But
much more often than is usual, the Guild text will retain the
original readings in cases where other editions emend.

In order to assist readers who might otherwise be puzzled
about shifts in the dialogue, the Guild edition will normally place
a dash at the beginning of any statement in which the speaker is
altering his or her mode of address (from one listener to another,
for example, in mid-speech) or changing the direction of the
dialogue (addressing someone other than the person who has
just spoken, for instance).

The line-numbering system in this edition is like that of most
modern texts of Shakespeare. When a line of verse needs to be
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speech on Queen Mab in Romeo and Juliet and the melancholy
Jaques’ reflections on the Seven Ages of Man in As You Like It).

In some instances the Guild edition capitalizes words not
highlighted in the original texts, particularly when they involve
personification (as with Mirth and Melancholy in Theseus’ sec-
ond speech of 4 Midsummer Night’s Dream) or thematic emphasis
(as with the repeated references to Hands in certain passages of
Titus Andronicus).

Rather than “normalize” Elizabethan grammar (such as
when Shakespeare uses a singular verb form with a plural subject
in a clause like “my Wits faints”), this edition leaves it intact.
Among other things, this principle applies to instances in which
archaic forms preserve a meaning that differs only slightly from
that of similar modern forms (as in the expression ‘“you are too
blame,” where “too” is treated as an adverb and ‘‘blame” is used
not as a verb but as an adjective roughly equivalent to our word
“blameworthy”).

In its treatment of stage directions and speech headings, the
Guild text retains as much as possible of the phrasing of the
original texts, adapting the original wording only when doing so
is necessary to indicate precisely what action or gesture is called
for. Where the dialogue makes it obvious that a certain action or
gesture is required, a stage direction is inserted if one is not
provided in the original text. Where what is to be inferred from
the dialogue is subject to different interpretations, however, the
usual practice will be to refrain from specifying stage action in the
text itself. In such cases there will often be an accompanying note
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carried over to a second indented line in the text, it will still be
counted as a single line. Similarly, when two or more speeches
combine to form a ‘“‘shared” line of verse (even in cases where as
many as speakers are involved), the individual components are
setin a ‘“‘stairstep” pattern that counts as a single unit in the line
count. Prose passages that go beyond one line are not indented,
and each line of prose, however short, will be considered to be
one unit in the line count.

The notes facing each page of text will explain words,
phrases, and actions whose meanings are not obvious. Whenever
possible, they will provide information about the origin and de-
velopment of expressions that may not be familiar to modern
readers. In this way they will attempt to elucidate not only what a
passage means, but sow that meaning is derived from the lan-
guage in the original text.

The editor’s introductions to individual volumes in the set
will attempt to place each Shakespearean work in a context that
illuminates its structure, atmosphere, and content. In some in-
stances the editorial introductions will comment on sources and
influences for the work. In others they will focus primarily on the
problems involved in interpreting it. In yet others they will con-
centrate on such matters as how a given work fits into the larger
patterns of Shakespeare’s career, or how it has inspired subse-
quent theatre professionals, dramatists, literary artists, compos-
ers, or painters.

In many cases the emphasis in an editorial introduction will
be designed to complement the remarks that accompany it in the
foreword to a given work by one of the eminent theatre artists
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