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About this eBook



This eBook contains special symbols that are important for reading and understanding the text. In order to view them correctly, please activate your device’s “Publisher Font” or “Original” font setting; use of optional fonts on your device may result in missing, or incorrect, special symbols.


Also, please keep in mind that Shakespeare wrote his plays and poems over four hundred years ago, during a time when the English language was in many ways different than it is today. Because the built-in dictionary on many devices is designed for modern English, be advised that the definitions it provides may not apply to the words as Shakespeare uses them. Whenever available, always check the glosses linked to the text for a proper definition before consulting the built-in dictionary.
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From the Director of the Folger Shakespeare Library



It is hard to imagine a world without Shakespeare. Since their composition more than four hundred years ago, Shakespeare’s plays and poems have traveled the globe, inviting those who see and read his works to make them their own.


Readers of the New Folger Editions are part of this ongoing process of “taking up Shakespeare,” finding our own thoughts and feelings in language that strikes us as old or unusual and, for that very reason, new. We still struggle to keep up with a writer who could think a mile a minute, whose words paint pictures that shift like clouds. These expertly edited texts are presented as a resource for study, artistic exploration, and enjoyment. As a new generation of readers engages Shakespeare in eBook form, they will encounter the classic texts of the New Folger Editions, with trusted notes and up-to-date critical essays available at their fingertips. Now readers can enjoy expertly edited, modern editions of Shakespeare anywhere they bring their e-reading devices, allowing readers not simply to keep up, but to engage deeply with a writer whose works invite us to think, and think again.


The New Folger Editions of Shakespeare’s plays, which are the basis for the texts realized here in digital form, are special because of their origin. The Folger Shakespeare Library in Washington, D.C., is the single greatest documentary source of Shakespeare’s works. An unparalleled collection of early modern books, manuscripts, and artwork connected to Shakespeare, the Folger’s holdings have been consulted extensively in the preparation of these texts. The Editions also reflect the expertise gained through the regular performance of Shakespeare’s works in the Folger’s Elizabethan Theater.


I want to express my deep thanks to editors Barbara Mowat and Paul Werstine for creating these indispensable editions of Shakespeare’s works, which incorporate the best of textual scholarship with a richness of commentary that is both inspired and engaging. Readers who want to know more about Shakespeare and his plays can follow the paths these distinguished scholars have tread by visiting the Folger either in person or online, where a range of physical and digital resources exists to supplement the material in these texts. I commend to you these words, and hope that they inspire.


Michael Witmore


Director, Folger Shakespeare Library





Editors’ Preface



In recent years, ways of dealing with Shakespeare’s texts and with the interpretation of his plays have been undergoing significant change. This edition, while retaining many of the features that have always made the Folger Shakespeare so attractive to the general reader, at the same time reflects these current ways of thinking about Shakespeare. For example, modern readers, actors, and teachers have become interested in the differences between, on the one hand, the early forms in which Shakespeare’s plays were first published and, on the other hand, the forms in which editors through the centuries have presented them. In response to this interest, we have based our edition on what we consider the best early printed version of a particular play (explaining our rationale in a section called “An Introduction to This Text”) and have marked our changes in the text—unobtrusively, we hope, but in such a way that the curious reader can be aware that a change has been made and can consult the “Textual Notes” to discover what appeared in the early printed version.


Current ways of looking at the plays are reflected in our brief introductions, in many of the commentary notes, in the annotated lists of “Further Reading,” and especially in each play’s “Modern Perspective,” an essay written by an outstanding scholar who brings to the reader his or her fresh assessment of the play in the light of today’s interests and concerns.


    As in the Folger Library General Reader’s Shakespeare, which the New Folger Library Shakespeare replaces, we include explanatory notes designed to help make Shakespeare’s language clearer to a modern reader, and we hyperlink the notes to the lines that they explain. We also follow the earlier edition in including illustrations—of objects, of clothing, of mythological figures—from books and manuscripts in the Folger Shakespeare Library collection. We provide fresh accounts of the life of Shakespeare, of the publishing of his plays, and of the theaters in which his plays were performed, as well as an introduction to the text itself. We also include a section called “Reading Shakespeare’s Language,” in which we try to help readers learn to “break the code” of Elizabethan poetic language.


For each section of each volume, we are indebted to a host of generous experts and fellow scholars. The “Reading Shakespeare’s Language” sections, for example, could not have been written had not Arthur King, of Brigham Young University, and Randal Robinson, author of Unlocking Shakespeare’s Language, led the way in untangling Shakespearean language puzzles and shared their insights and methodologies generously with us. “Shakespeare’s Life” profited by the careful reading given it by the late S. Schoenbaum; “Shakespeare’s Theater” was read and strengthened by Andrew Gurr, John Astington, and William Ingram; and “The Publication of Shakespeare’s Plays” is indebted to the comments of Peter W. M. Blayney. We, as editors, take sole responsibility for any errors in our editions.


We are grateful to the authors of the “Modern Perspectives”; to the Huntington and Newberry Libraries for fellowship support; to King’s University College for the grants it has provided to Paul Werstine; to the Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council of Canada, which provided him with a Research Time Stipend for 1990–91; to R. J. Shroyer of the University of Western Ontario for essential computer support; to the Folger Institutes Center for Shakespeare Studies for its sponsorship of a workshop on “Shakespeare’s Texts for Students and Teachers” (funded by the National Endowment for the Humanities and led by Richard Knowles of the University of Wisconsin), a workshop from which we learned an enormous amount about what is wanted by college and high-school teachers of Shakespeare today; to Karen Bjelland for helpful conversations; to Alice Falk for her expert copyediting; and especially to Stephen Llano, our production editor at Washington Square Press. Among the texts we consulted, we found David Bevington’s Arden Troilus and Cressida (1998) and Anthony B. Dawson’s New Cambridge Troilus and Cressida (2003) particularly helpful.


    Our biggest debt is to the Folger Shakespeare Library: to Michael Witmore, Director of the Folger Shakespeare Library, who brings to our work a gratifying enthusiasm and vision; to Gail Kern Paster, Director of the Library from 2002 until July 2011, whose interest and support have been unfailing and whose scholarly expertise continues to be an invaluable resource; and to Werner Gundersheimer, the Library’s Director from 1984 to 2002, who made possible our edition; to Deborah Curren-Aquino, who provides extensive editorial and production support; to Jean Miller, the Library’s former Art Curator, who combs the Library holdings for illustrations, and to Julie Ainsworth, Head of the Photography Department, who carefully photographs them; to Peggy O’Brien, former Director of Education at the Folger and now Director of Education Programs at the Corporation for Public Broadcasting, who gave us expert advice about the needs being expressed by Shakespeare teachers and students (and to Martha Christian and other “master teachers” who used our texts in manuscript in their classrooms); to Allan Shnerson and Mary Bloodworth for their expert computer support; to the staff of the Research Division, especially Karen Rogers (whose help is crucial), Mimi Godfrey (with special thanks for research assistance), Kathleen Lynch, Carol Brobeck, Liz Pohland, Owen Williams, and Caryn Lazzuri; and, finally, to the generously supportive staff of the Library’s Reading Room.


Barbara A. Mowat and Paul Werstine





Shakespeare’s Troilus and Cressida



For the dramatic speech and action of Troilus and Cressida, Shakespeare turned to two of the most prominent authors in his culture. The first was Homer, who had inspired much of Greek and Latin literature as author of the Iliad and the Odyssey, the epic poems treating the Trojan War and its aftermath. The second was Geoffrey Chaucer, who, as author of The Canterbury Tales and the great romance of the Trojan War Troilus and Criseyde, was the only English writer granted status comparable to the titans of classical literature. Homer’s heroes, especially Achilles and Hector, are so magnificent that they attract the interest and intervention of the gods of the classical world. These gods contend with each other over the fates of their favorites, and sometimes even join the fight with them on the battlefield between the walls of Troy and the ships of the Greek invaders. The Greeks and the Trojans battle over Helen, the queen of Sparta and wife of Menelaus; she was taken from him by Paris, a son of Priam, king of Troy, and now is held within the city’s impenetrable gates and walls. Helen, every bit as magnificent as her male counterparts, is, in Homer, innocent of inconstancy because she is the victim of a divine spell.


Chaucer’s young Trojan prince Troilus and the widow Criseyde, with whom he falls in love, are fitting company for the Homeric heroes among whom Chaucer places them. However immature Troilus is at the beginning of the romance, his love for Criseyde matures him and ennobles his character, so that by the time they consummate their love, she can imagine him providing her the protection of a wall of steel. During their long affair, he loves her with great constancy. And he continues to love her after she is sent away by the Trojan council to the Greeks, to whom her father has already fled, and even after her betrayal of him when the Greek Diomedes prevails on her to accept him as her lover. While Criseyde turns out finally to be false, Chaucer and the rather clumsy and inexperienced narrator he creates both seem highly sympathetic to her in her vulnerable state. Up to the moment of her inconstancy, the poem is lavish in providing readers with details of her domestic situation and of her states of mind and feeling in a way that draws us close to her. Only Chaucer’s Pandarus and Diomedes seem to anticipate their Shakespearean counterparts, both men ruthless in exploiting Criseyde’s fears.


None of Shakespeare’s characters are the exemplars of heroism, constancy, or greatness found in Homer’s and Chaucer’s creations. In part, their diminishment in Shakespeare’s play may result from his transformation of them from epic and romance to drama. By convention in epic, the characters associate with the gods and thereby share the glory of these divinities; by convention in drama, the gods do not appear, and the characters therefore cannot exceed the limits of their humanity. By convention too in both romance and epic, the characters are presented to us by admiring narrators; by convention in drama, the characters must speak for themselves. But the shift in genre from epic and romance to drama cannot in itself account for the shrinking of the Homeric and Chaucerian characters to their Shakespearean size.


Instead, Shakespeare shapes the action of his play and the speeches of his characters so as to diminish the characters. The leaders of the Greek army, General Agamemnon and his councillors Nestor and Ulysses, talk endlessly as they scheme to get their chief warrior Achilles again to fight. Their schemes involve deception and cheap theatricality, and Greek officers and warriors alike are presented as fitting subjects for the cynical Thersites to lash mercilessly with his tongue. On the Trojan side, when the leaders meet to discuss whether to keep Helen, Hector provides powerfully reasonable arguments for delivering her up to the Greeks and then, on a seeming whim, sides with the others in continuing the war to keep her. In Shakespeare’s version, all the Greeks and Trojans, Paris excepted, doubt that Helen is worth the lives lost in their war for her. Just as Paris dotes on Helen, so Troilus on Cressida. Yet in contrast to Chaucer’s Troilus, Shakespeare’s fails to mature in response to his love and remains in adolescent self-absorption, almost indifferent to Cressida’s plight when she is forced out of Troy and made to go to her father in the Greek camp. For her part, Shakespeare’s Cressida shows nothing of the thoughtful reflection of her Chaucerian predecessor; it is replaced in her by calculation and manipulation of her suitors. Apparently, Shakespeare chose to part ways with Homer and Chaucer by throwing onto their characters a relentlessly satirical light, one that makes his play a savage attack on the ideals that serve as cover for greed, violence, and lust.


    After you have read Troilus and Cressida, we invite you to read the essay “Troilus and Cressida: A Modern Perspective,” written by Professor Jonathan Gil Harris of George Washington University, contained within this eBook.
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Title page of Homers Iliad, translated by George Chapman (1592).


(From the Folger Library collection.)








Reading Shakespeare’s Language: Troilus and Cressida



    For many people today, reading Shakespeare’s language can be a problem—but it is a problem that can be solved. Those who have studied Latin (or even French or German or Spanish), and those who are used to reading poetry, will have little difficulty understanding the language of poetic drama. Others, though, need to develop the skills of untangling unusual sentence structures and of recognizing and understanding poetic compressions, omissions, and wordplay. And even those skilled in reading unusual sentence structures may have occasional trouble with Shakespeare’s words. More than four hundred years of “static”—caused by changes in language and in life—intervene between his speaking and our hearing. Most of his immense vocabulary is still in use, but a few of his words are no longer used and many of his words now have meanings quite different from those they had in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. In the theater, most of these difficulties are solved for us by actors who study the language and articulate it for us so that the essential meaning is heard—or, when combined with stage action, is at least felt. When reading on one’s own, one must do what each actor does: go over the lines (often with a dictionary close at hand) until the puzzles are solved and the lines yield up their poetry and the characters speak in words and phrases that are, suddenly, rewarding and wonderfully memorable.


Shakespeare’s Words


As you begin to read the opening scenes of a Shakespeare play, you may notice occasional unfamiliar words. Some are unfamiliar simply because we no longer use them. In the opening act of Troilus and Cressida, for example, one finds the words indrenched (i.e., drowned), tortive (i.e., twisted), importless (i.e., trivial), and oppugnancy (i.e., opposition). Words of this kind, more frequent in Troilus and Cressida than in most of Shakespeare’s plays, are explained in notes to the text.


    In Troilus and Cressida, as in all of Shakespeare’s writing, more problematic are words that are still in use but that now have different meanings. In the opening scenes of Troilus and Cressida, for example, the word porridge is used where we would say “soup,” fair where we would say “beautiful,” morrow where we would say “morning,” and ward where we would say “defend.” Again, such words will be explained in the notes to the text, but they will become familiar the more of Shakespeare’s plays you read.


Some words are strange not because of the “static” introduced by changes in language over the past centuries but because these are words that Shakespeare is using to build a dramatic world that has its own space, time, and history. In the Prologue to Troilus and Cressida, for example, Shakespeare quickly constructs the recent background to the Trojan War, some episodes of which are the subject of his play. He gives an account of Greek “princes orgulous,” wearing “crownets regal,” sailing for “Phrygia” in order “to ransack Troy” because it is the city “whose strong immures” secure “Helen, Menelaus’ queen,” “ravished” by “wanton Paris.” Shakespeare then describes the “Dardan plains,” where the Greeks have pitched their “brave pavilions” within sight of “Priam’s six-gated city.” These words and names and the world they create will become increasingly familiar as you get further into the play.



Shakespeare’s Sentences


    In an English sentence, meaning is quite dependent on the place given each word. “The dog bit the boy” and “The boy bit the dog” mean very different things, even though the individual words are the same. Because English places such importance on the positions of words in sentences, on the way words are arranged, unusual arrangements can puzzle a reader. Shakespeare frequently shifts his sentences away from “normal” English arrangements—often in order to create the rhythm he seeks, sometimes to use a line’s poetic rhythm to emphasize a particular word, sometimes to give a character his or her own speech patterns or to allow the character to speak in a special way. When we attend a good performance of the play, the actors will have worked out the sentence structures and will articulate the sentences so that the meaning is clear. When reading the play, we need to do as the actor does: that is, when puzzled by a character’s speech, check to see if words are being presented in an unusual sequence.


Often Shakespeare rearranges subjects and verbs (e.g., instead of “He says” we find “Says he”). In Troilus and Cressida, when Cressida’s servant Alexander, speaking of Hector, tells her that “to the field goes he” (1.2.11), Alexander is using such a construction. So is the Greek councillor Nestor when he says “In the reproof of chance / Lies the true proof of men” (1.3.33–34). The “normal” order would be “he goes” and “the true proof of men lies in the reproof of chance.” Shakespeare also frequently places the object before the subject and verb (e.g., instead of “I hit him,” we might find “Him I hit”). Cressida provides an example of this inversion when she says “this maxim out of love I teach” (1.2.299); she offers another more elaborate example by saying “Words, vows, gifts, tears, and love’s full sacrifice / He offers” (1.2.289–90). The “normal” order would be “I teach this maxim” and “He offers words, vows, gifts, tears, and love’s full sacrifice.”


Inversions are not the only unusual sentence structures in Shakespeare’s language. Often in his sentences, words that would normally appear together are separated from each other. Again, this is frequently done to create a particular rhythm or to stress a particular word, or else to draw attention to a needed piece of information. Take, for example, the Greek general Agamemnon’s “Distinction, with a broad and powerful fan, / Puffing at all, winnows the light away” (1.3.27–28). Here the subject (“Distinction”) is separated from its verb (“winnows”) by the phrases “with a broad and powerful fan” and “Puffing at all.” Or take the Greek warrior-king Ulysses’ accusation against Achilles:


The great Achilles, whom opinion crowns


The sinew and the forehand of our host,


Having his ear full of his airy fame,


Grows dainty of his worth[.]


(1.3.146–49)


In this case the subject of the sentence (“Achilles”) is separated from the verb (“grows”) by a clause (“whom opinion crowns / The sinew and the forehand of our host”) and then by a phrase (“Having his ear full of his airy fame”). Both the clause and the phrase deserve the emphasis they receive because they indicate how Achilles has grown so full of self-regard. In order to create sentences that seem more like the English of everyday speech, one can rearrange the words, putting together the word clusters (“Distinction winnows,” “Achilles grows dainty”). The result will usually be an increase in clarity but a loss of rhythm or a shift in emphasis.


Often in Troilus and Cressida, rather than separating basic sentence elements, Shakespeare simply holds them back, delaying them until other material to which he wants to give greater emphasis has been presented. Shakespeare puts this kind of construction in the mouth of Ulysses when he begins to address his general, Agamemnon:


Thou great commander, nerves and bone of Greece,


Heart of our numbers, soul and only sprite,


In whom the tempers and the minds of all


Should be shut up, hear what Ulysses speaks.


(1.3.57–60)


The basic sentence elements (the verb and its object “hear what Ulysses speaks”) are here delayed while Ulysses shows elaborate deference to Agamemnon. This attitude could hardly be more appropriate to the occasion, because Ulysses is preparing to deliver a speech on the theme of the importance of respect for authority.


Sometimes Shakespeare fashions speeches that combine both the delay and the separation of basic sentence elements. One such example marks a speech by Troilus:


                                            . . . when my heart,


As wedgèd with a sigh, would rive in twain,


Lest Hector or my father should perceive me,


I have, as when the sun doth light a-scorn,


Buried this sigh in wrinkle of a smile[.]


(1.1.35–39)


This time the subject and verb (“I have buried”) must wait for Troilus’s detailed presentation of his emotional state in a subordinate clause (“when my heart, / As wedgèd with a sigh, would rive in twain”) that then incorporates a second clause (“Lest Hector or my father should perceive me”). When at last subject and verb do appear, the two parts of the verb (“have buried”) are separated from each other by yet another clause that is used by Troilus to characterize his facial expression (“as when the sun doth light a-scorn”).


Finally, in many of Shakespeare’s plays, sentences are sometimes complicated not because of unusual structures or interruptions but because Shakespeare omits words and parts of words that English sentences normally require. (In conversation, we, too, often omit words. We say “Heard from him yet?” and our hearer supplies the missing “Have you.”) Frequent reading of Shakespeare—and of other poets—trains us to supply such missing words. When, for example, Pandarus asks Cressida “Do you know a man if you see him?” she answers with an incomplete or elliptical sentence that has no main clause: “Ay, if I ever saw him before and knew him” (1.2.67–69). It is easy for the reader or listener to supply the omitted main clause “I know a man” before the “if” in Cressida’s reply because three of these four words (“know a man”) immediately precede the “if” in Pandarus’s question. Such omissions as this one give the dialogue the flavor of casual conversation. However, elliptical sentences can also function to convey a note of formality or high seriousness, as in Hector’s challenge to the Greek warriors, which is read out by Aeneas. It begins with a sentence that omits both subject and verb:


                                          Kings, princes, lords,


If there be one among the fair’st of Greece


That holds his honor higher than his ease,


That seeks his praise more than he fears his peril,


That knows his valor and knows not his fear,


That loves his mistress more than in confession


With truant vows to her own lips he loves


And dare avow her beauty and her worth


In other arms than hers—to him this challenge.


(1.3.272–80)


In this case, the reader or listener does not face much difficulty inferring a possible subject and verb to supplement the sentences last four words: “to him [Hector delivers] this challenge.”


Shakespearean Wordplay


Shakespeare plays with language so often and so variously that books are written on the topic. Here we will mention only two kinds of wordplay, metaphors and puns. A metaphor is a play on words in which one object or idea is expressed as if it were something else, something with which the metaphor suggests it shares common features. For instance, when Ulysses is scheming to award Ajax the chance to fight Hector, Ulysses plans to have the Greeks metaphorically “dress him [Ajax] up in voices” if he wins (1.3.390). Here “voices”—that is, declarations of approval—are presented as the elaborate clothes in which someone who is being elevated to a superior position is attired. Troilus also uses metaphor to express his desire for Cressida: “Her bed is India; there she lies, a pearl” (1.1.102). She is, for him, a highly valued gem (“pearl”) that can transform any ordinary domestic object (“bed”) into a place of untold wealth (“India”—the East or West Indies). Later Nestor creates an elaborate and extended metaphor that compares different kinds of men to different kinds of ships:


                                     In the reproof of chance


Lies the true proof of men. The sea being smooth,


How many shallow bauble boats dare sail


Upon her patient breast, making their way


With those of nobler bulk!


But let the ruffian Boreas once enrage


The gentle Thetis, and anon behold


The strong-ribbed bark through liquid mountains cut,


Bounding between the two moist elements,


Like Perseus’ horse. Where’s then the saucy boat


Whose weak untimbered sides but even now


Corrivaled greatness? Either to harbor fled


Or made a toast for Neptune. Even so


Doth valor’s show and valor’s worth divide


In storms of Fortune.


(1.3.33–47)


According to Nestor, those men who are capable of nothing but “valors show” (that is, the mere appearance of courage) are no more than “shallow bauble boats” that “dare sail” only on a calm sea and that flee to harbor or sink (becoming “a toast for Neptune”) when the north wind whips up a storm. However, true courage (“valor’s worth”) is a ship of “nobler bulk,” a “strong-ribbed bark” that can endure the storm and “through liquid mountains cut.” Troilus and Cressida is in large part made up of metaphoric language, offering the reader the challenge and the richness of complex poetry.


A pun is a play on words that sound the same but that have different meanings (or on a single word that has more than one meaning). Pandarus puns in complaining that his efforts to bring Troilus and Cressida together as lovers are unrewarded and have earned him the good will of neither: “I have had my labor for my travail, . . . gone between and between, but small thanks for my labor” (1.1.71–73). To make a pun on travail, Shakespeare exploits the fact that in his time the two words we now distinguish as travail and travel were used interchangeably, each word being an acceptable alternative spelling of the other. Thus Pandarus complains that he has no reward for his labor except for his toil and trouble (travail) and his travel, the journeys from Troilus to Cressida and back, as he has “gone between and between.” Aeneas also puns as he delivers Hector’s challenge to the Greeks, in particular to the “one among the fair’st of Greece / . . . That loves his mistress . . . / And dare avow her beauty and her worth / In other arms than hers” (1.3.273–80). The challenge puns on two meanings of arms, evoking both the limbs of the beloved mistress and the armor and weapons of the warrior who loves her. Several characters in Troilus and Cressida (and especially Thersites) are given language thick with puns, many of which will be pointed out in our notes to the text.


Implied Stage Action


Finally, in reading Shakespeare’s plays we should always remember that what we are reading is a performance script. The dialogue is written to be spoken by actors who, at the same time, are moving, gesturing, picking up objects, weeping, shaking their fists. Some stage action is described in what are called “stage directions”; some is signaled within the dialogue itself. We must learn to be alert to such signals as we stage the play in our imaginations.


Often the dialogue offers an immediately clear indication of the action that is to accompany it. For example, when, in the presence of Ajax, Achilles invites Thersites to speak of Ajax, Thersites says “I say, this Ajax—” (2.1.80–81), at which point Achilles cuts short Thersites’ speech with the words “Nay, good Ajax.” Achilles’ warning indicates that Ajax is somehow attempting to silence Thersites. Although we cannot be sure exactly what kind of violence Ajax is about to unleash on Thersites—a punch or a kick—we are confident enough there is the threat of violence that we add the stage direction “Ajax menaces him [Thersites].” Again when Pandarus says to Cressida “Come, draw this curtain and let’s see your picture. Alas the day, how loath you are to offend daylight” (3.2.46–48), it is clear that Pandarus is not referring to an actual picture behind a curtain but is using a commonplace metaphor to allude to Cressida’s face covered by a veil. Therefore we add the word veiled to Cressida’s entrance (line 38 SD) and add the stage direction “He [Pandarus] draws back her veil” to the dialogue just quoted. No matter how confident we are about the appropriateness of these particular additional stage directions, we place them in half-square brackets, just as we do all stage directions that we add to the early printed text, whether they are of our own creation or the work of earlier editors.


Occasionally in Troilus and Cressida, dialogue signals about stage action are not so clear. Take, for example, the fight in the lists between Ajax and Hector in Act 4. In both of the earliest printed texts, the dialogue and stage directions accompanying it appear as follows:


Alarum.


AGAMEMNON  They are in action.


NESTOR  Now, Ajax, hold thine own!


TROILUS  Hector, thou sleep’st. Awake thee!


AGAMEMNON


His blows are well disposed.—There, Ajax!


Trumpets cease.


DIOMEDES


You must no more.


AENEAS                       Princes, enough, so please you.


AJAX


I am not warm yet. Let us fight again.


(4.5.127–33)


Here Agamemnon’s first speech clearly indicates that the fight begins when the trumpets sound the call to arms (“Alarum”), and Ajax’s request to “fight again” must signal that fighting has ceased. Yet the conduct and outcome of the fight and how it was staged seem quite impossible to specify in stage directions. Nestor’s encouragement to Ajax to “hold thine own” (i.e., be a match for Hector) does not suggest that Ajax is enjoying any advantage at the moment Nestor speaks. However, at the next moment, when Troilus speaks (“Hector, thou sleep’st”), Hector appears at a clear disadvantage. Agamemnon’s praise of Ajax (“His blows are well disposed.—There, Ajax!”) may be taken as a response to Ajax’s somehow getting the better of Hector, or, in contrast, it may show Agamemnon’s surprised delight that Ajax is able finally to hold his own against an allegedly sleepy Hector. When Diomedes and Aeneas successively command an end to combat, are we to conclude that both adversaries are still fighting as vigorously after the trumpets have ceased as they were before, or that only Ajax or only Hector persists after his opponent has stopped attacking? In light of the great uncertainty regarding the progress of this contest, we have refrained from adding any stage direction beyond “The fight begins” just before Agamemnon’s first speech. We leave it to the reader to engage with the dialogue and to draw whatever inferences, if any, seem most plausible about the encounter of Hector and Ajax in the lists. Directors and actors can experiment with various ways of combining the dialogue with stage action, as can the reader who has developed the skill of responding in imagination to complex dramatic cues.


It is immensely rewarding to work carefully with Shakespeare’s language—with the words, the sentences, the wordplay, and the implied stage action—as readers for the past four centuries have discovered. It may be more pleasurable to attend a good performance of a play—though not everyone has thought so. But the joy of being able to stage one of Shakespeare’s plays in one’s imagination, to return to passages that continue to yield further meanings (or further questions) the more one reads them—these are pleasures that, for many, rival (or at least augment) those of the performed text, and certainly make it worth considerable effort to “break the code” of Elizabethan poetic drama and let free the remarkable language that makes up a Shakespeare text.





Shakespeare’s Life



    Surviving documents that give us glimpses into the life of William Shakespeare show us a playwright, poet, and actor who grew up in the market town of Stratford-upon-Avon, spent his professional life in London, and returned to Stratford a wealthy landowner. He was born in April 1564, died in April 1616, and is buried inside the chancel of Holy Trinity Church in Stratford.


    We wish we could know more about the life of the world’s greatest dramatist. His plays and poems are testaments to his wide reading—especially to his knowledge of Virgil, Ovid, Plutarch, Holinshed’s Chronicles, and the Bible—and to his mastery of the English language, but we can only speculate about his education. We know that the King’s New School in Stratford-upon-Avon was considered excellent. The school was one of the English “grammar schools” established to educate young men, primarily in Latin grammar and literature. As in other schools of the time, students began their studies at the age of four or five in the attached “petty school,” and there learned to read and write in English, studying primarily the catechism from the Book of Common Prayer. After two years in the petty school, students entered the lower form (grade) of the grammar school, where they began the serious study of Latin grammar and Latin texts that would occupy most of the remainder of their school days. (Several Latin texts that Shakespeare used repeatedly in writing his plays and poems were texts that schoolboys memorized and recited.) Latin comedies were introduced early in the lower form; in the upper form, which the boys entered at age ten or eleven, students wrote their own Latin orations and declamations, studied Latin historians and rhetoricians, and began the study of Greek using the Greek New Testament.
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Title page of a 1573 Latin and Greek catechism for children.


From Alexander Nowell, Catechismus paruus pueris primum Latine . . . (1573).





    Since the records of the Stratford “grammar school” do not survive, we cannot prove that William Shakespeare attended the school; however, every indication (his father’s position as an alderman and bailiff of Stratford, the playwright’s own knowledge of the Latin classics, scenes in the plays that recall grammar-school experiences—for example, The Merry Wives of Windsor, 4.1) suggests that he did. We also lack generally accepted documentation about Shakespeare’s life after his schooling ended and his professional life in London began. His marriage in 1582 (at age eighteen) to Anne Hathaway and the subsequent births of his daughter Susanna (1583) and the twins Judith and Hamnet (1585) are recorded, but how he supported himself and where he lived are not known. Nor do we know when and why he left Stratford for the London theatrical world, nor how he rose to be the important figure in that world that he had become by the early 1590s.


    We do know that by 1592 he had achieved some prominence in London as both an actor and a playwright. In that year was published a book by the playwright Robert Greene attacking an actor who had the audacity to write blank-verse drama and who was “in his own conceit [i.e., opinion] the only Shake-scene in a country.” Since Greene’s attack includes a parody of a line from one of Shakespeare’s early plays, there is little doubt that it is Shakespeare to whom he refers, a “Shake-scene” who had aroused Greene’s fury by successfully competing with university-educated dramatists like Greene himself. It was in 1593 that Shakespeare became a published poet. In that year he published his long narrative poem Venus and Adonis; in 1594, he followed it with The Rape of Lucrece. Both poems were dedicated to the young earl of Southampton (Henry Wriothesley), who may have become Shakespeare’s patron.


    It seems no coincidence that Shakespeare wrote these narrative poems at a time when the theaters were closed because of the plague, a contagious epidemic disease that devastated the population of London. When the theaters reopened in 1594, Shakespeare apparently resumed his double career of actor and playwright and began his long (and seemingly profitable) service as an acting-company shareholder. Records for December of 1594 show him to be a leading member of the Lord Chamberlain’s Men. It was this company of actors, later named the King’s Men, for whom he would be a principal actor, dramatist, and shareholder for the rest of his career.


    So far as we can tell, that career spanned about twenty years. In the 1590s, he wrote his plays on English history as well as several comedies and at least two tragedies (Titus Andronicus and Romeo and Juliet). These histories, comedies, and tragedies are the plays credited to him in 1598 in a work, Palladis Tamia, that in one chapter compares English writers with “Greek, Latin, and Italian Poets.” There the author, Francis Meres, claims that Shakespeare is comparable to the Latin dramatists Seneca for tragedy and Plautus for comedy, and calls him “the most excellent in both kinds for the stage.” He also names him “Mellifluous and honey-tongued Shakespeare”: “I say,” writes Meres, “that the Muses would speak with Shakespeare’s fine filed phrase, if they would speak English.” Since Meres also mentions Shakespeare’s “sugared sonnets among his private friends,” it is assumed that many of Shakespeare’s sonnets (not published until 1609) were also written in the 1590s.


    In 1599, Shakespeare’s company built a theater for themselves across the river from London, naming it the Globe. The plays that are considered by many to be Shakespeare’s major tragedies (Hamlet, Othello, King Lear, and Macbeth) were written while the company was resident in this theater, as were such comedies as Twelfth Night and Measure for Measure. Many of Shakespeare’s plays were performed at court (both for Queen Elizabeth I and, after her death in 1603, for King James I), some were presented at the Inns of Court (the residences of London’s legal societies), and some were doubtless performed in other towns, at the universities, and at great houses when the King’s Men went on tour; otherwise, his plays from 1599 to 1608 were, so far as we know, performed only at the Globe. Between 1608 and 1612, Shakespeare wrote several plays—among them The Winter’s Tale and The Tempest—presumably for the company’s new indoor Blackfriars theater, though the plays were performed also at the Globe and at court. Surviving documents describe a performance of The Winter’s Tale in 1611 at the Globe, for example, and performances of The Tempest in 1611 and 1613 at the royal palace of Whitehall.


    Shakespeare seems to have written very little after 1612, the year in which he probably wrote King Henry VIII. (It was at a performance of Henry VIII in 1613 that the Globe caught fire and burned to the ground.) Sometime between 1610 and 1613, according to many biographers, he returned to live in Stratford-upon-Avon, where he owned a large house and considerable property, and where his wife and his two daughters lived. (His son Hamnet had died in 1596.) However, other biographers suggest that Shakespeare did not leave London for good until much closer to the time of his death. During his professional years in London, Shakespeare had presumably derived income from the acting company’s profits as well as from his own career as an actor, from the sale of his play manuscripts to the acting company, and, after 1599, from his shares as an owner of the Globe. It was presumably that income, carefully invested in land and other property, that made him the wealthy man that surviving documents show him to have become. It is also assumed that William Shakespeare’s growing wealth and reputation played some part in inclining the Crown, in 1596, to grant John Shakespeare, William’s father, the coat of arms that he had so long sought. William Shakespeare died in Stratford on April 23, 1616 (according to the epitaph carved under his bust in Holy Trinity Church) and was buried on April 25. Seven years after his death, his collected plays were published as Mr. William Shakespeares Comedies, Histories, & Tragedies (the work now known as the First Folio).
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Ptolemaic universe.


From Marcus Manilius, The sphere of . . . (1675).





    The years in which Shakespeare wrote were among the most exciting in English history. Intellectually, the discovery, translation, and printing of Greek and Roman classics were making available a set of works and worldviews that interacted complexly with Christian texts and beliefs. The result was a questioning, a vital intellectual ferment, that provided energy for the period’s amazing dramatic and literary output and that fed directly into Shakespeare’s plays. The Ghost in Hamlet, for example, is wonderfully complicated in part because he is a figure from Roman tragedy—the spirit of the dead returning to seek revenge—who at the same time inhabits a Christian hell (or purgatory); Hamlet’s description of humankind reflects at one moment the Neoplatonic wonderment at mankind (“What a piece of work is a man!”) and, at the next, the Christian attitude toward sinful humanity (“And yet, to me, what is this quintessence of dust?”).


    As intellectual horizons expanded, so also did geographical and cosmological horizons. New worlds—both North and South America—were explored, and in them were found human beings who lived and worshiped in ways radically different from those of Renaissance Europeans and Englishmen. The universe during these years also seemed to shift and expand. Copernicus had earlier theorized that the earth was not the center of the cosmos but revolved as a planet around the sun. Galileo’s telescope, created in 1609, allowed scientists to see that Copernicus had been correct: the universe was not organized with the earth at the center, nor was it so nicely circumscribed as people had, until that time, thought. In terms of expanding horizons, the impact of these discoveries on people’s beliefs—religious, scientific, and philosophical—cannot be overstated.


    London, too, rapidly expanded and changed during the years (from the early 1590s to around 1610) that Shakespeare lived there. London—the center of England’s government, its economy, its royal court, its overseas trade—was, during these years, becoming an exciting metropolis, drawing to it thousands of new citizens every year. Troubled by overcrowding, by poverty, by recurring epidemics of the plague, London was also a mecca for the wealthy and the aristocratic, and for those who sought advancement at court, or power in government or finance or trade. One hears in Shakespeare’s plays the voices of London—the struggles for power, the fear of venereal disease, the language of buying and selling. One hears as well the voices of Stratford-upon-Avon—references to the nearby Forest of Arden, to sheepherding, to small-town gossip, to village fairs and markets. Part of the richness of Shakespeare’s work is the influence felt there of the various worlds in which he lived: the world of metropolitan London, the world of small-town and rural England, the world of the theater, and the worlds of craftsmen and shepherds.


    That Shakespeare inhabited such worlds we know from surviving London and Stratford documents, as well as from the evidence of the plays and poems themselves. From such records we can sketch the dramatist’s life. We know from his works that he was a voracious reader. We know from legal and business documents that he was a multifaceted theater man who became a wealthy landowner. We know a bit about his family life and a fair amount about his legal and financial dealings. Most scholars today depend upon such evidence as they draw their picture of the world’s greatest playwright. Such, however, has not always been the case. Until the late eighteenth century, the William Shakespeare who lived in most biographies was the creation of legend and tradition. This was the Shakespeare who was supposedly caught poaching deer at Charlecote, the estate of Sir Thomas Lucy close by Stratford; this was the Shakespeare who fled from Sir Thomas’s vengeance and made his way in London by taking care of horses outside a playhouse; this was the Shakespeare who reportedly could barely read, but whose natural gifts were extraordinary, whose father was a butcher who allowed his gifted son sometimes to help in the butcher shop, where William supposedly killed calves “in a high style,” making a speech for the occasion. It was this legendary William Shakespeare whose Falstaff (in 1 and 2 Henry IV) so pleased Queen Elizabeth that she demanded a play about Falstaff in love, and demanded that it be written in fourteen days (hence the existence of The Merry Wives of Windsor). It was this legendary Shakespeare who reached the top of his acting career in the roles of the Ghost in Hamlet and old Adam in As You Like It—and who died of a fever contracted by drinking too hard at “a merry meeting” with the poets Michael Drayton and Ben Jonson. This legendary Shakespeare is a rambunctious, undisciplined man, as attractively “wild” as his plays were seen by earlier generations to be. Unfortunately, there is no trace of evidence to support these wonderful stories.


    Perhaps in response to the disreputable Shakespeare of legend—or perhaps in response to the fragmentary and, for some, all-too-ordinary Shakespeare documented by surviving records—some people since the mid-nineteenth century have argued that William Shakespeare could not have written the plays that bear his name. These persons have put forward some dozen names as more likely authors, among them Queen Elizabeth, Sir Francis Bacon, Edward de Vere (earl of Oxford), and Christopher Marlowe. Such attempts to find what for these people is a more believable author of the plays is a tribute to the regard in which the plays are held. Unfortunately for their claims, the documents that exist that provide evidence for the facts of Shakespeare’s life tie him inextricably to the body of plays and poems that bear his name. Unlikely as it seems to those who want the works to have been written by an aristocrat, a university graduate, or an “important” person, the plays and poems seem clearly to have been produced by a man from Stratford-upon-Avon with a very good “grammar-school” education and a life of experience in London and in the world of the London theater. How this particular man produced the works that dominate the cultures of much of the world four centuries after his death is one of life’s mysteries—and one that will continue to tease our imaginations as we continue to delight in his plays and poems.





Shakespeare’s Theater



    The actors of Shakespeare’s time are known to have performed plays in a great variety of locations. They played at court (that is, in the great halls of such royal residences as Whitehall, Hampton Court, and Greenwich); they played in halls at the universities of Oxford and Cambridge, and at the Inns of Court (the residences in London of the legal societies); and they also played in the private houses of great lords and civic officials. Sometimes acting companies went on tour from London into the provinces, often (but not only) when outbreaks of bubonic plague in the capital forced the closing of theaters to reduce the possibility of contagion in crowded audiences. In the provinces the actors usually staged their plays in churches (until around 1600) or in guildhalls. While surviving records show only a handful of occasions when actors played at inns while on tour, London inns were important playing places up until the 1590s.


    The building of theaters in London had begun only shortly before Shakespeare wrote his first plays in the 1590s. These theaters were of two kinds: outdoor or public playhouses that could accommodate large numbers of playgoers, and indoor or private theaters for much smaller audiences. What is usually regarded as the first London outdoor public playhouse was called simply the Theatre. James Burbage—the father of Richard Burbage, who was perhaps the most famous actor in Shakespeare’s company—built it in 1576 in an area north of the city of London called Shoreditch. Among the more famous of the other public playhouses that capitalized on the new fashion were the Curtain and the Fortune (both also built north of the city), the Rose, the Swan, the Globe, and the Hope (all located on the Bankside, a region just across the Thames south of the city of London). All these playhouses had to be built outside the jurisdiction of the city of London because many civic officials were hostile to the performance of drama and repeatedly petitioned the royal council to abolish it.
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A stylized representation of the Globe theater.


From Claes Jansz Visscher, Londinum florentissima Britanniae urbs . . . [c. 1625].





    The theaters erected on the Bankside (a region under the authority of the Church of England, whose head was the monarch) shared the neighborhood with houses of prostitution and with the Paris Garden, where the blood sports of bearbaiting and bullbaiting were carried on. There may have been no clear distinction between playhouses and buildings for such sports, for we know that the Hope was used for both plays and baiting and that Philip Henslowe, owner of the Rose and, later, partner in the ownership of the Fortune, was also a partner in a monopoly on baiting. All these forms of entertainment were easily accessible to Londoners by boat across the Thames or over London Bridge.


    Evidently Shakespeare’s company prospered on the Bankside. They moved there in 1599. Threatened by difficulties in renewing the lease on the land where their first theater (the Theatre) had been built, Shakespeare’s company took advantage of the Christmas holiday in 1598 to dismantle the Theatre and transport its timbers across the Thames to the Bankside, where, in 1599, these timbers were used in the building of the Globe. The weather in late December 1598 is recorded as having been especially harsh. It was so cold that the Thames was “nigh [nearly] frozen,” and there was heavy snow. Perhaps the weather aided Shakespeare’s company in eluding their landlord, the snow hiding their activity and the freezing of the Thames allowing them to slide the timbers across to the Bankside without paying tolls for repeated trips over London Bridge. Attractive as this narrative is, it remains just as likely that the heavy snow hampered transport of the timbers in wagons through the London streets to the river. It also must be remembered that the Thames was, according to report, only “nigh frozen,” and therefore did not necessarily provide solid footing. Whatever the precise circumstances of this fascinating event in English theater history, Shakespeare’s company was able to begin playing at their new Globe theater on the Bankside in 1599. After this theater burned down in 1613 during the staging of Shakespeare’s Henry VIII (its thatch roof was set alight by cannon fire called for in performance), Shakespeare’s company immediately rebuilt on the same location. The second Globe seems to have been a grander structure than its predecessor. It remained in use until the beginning of the English Civil War in 1642, when Parliament officially closed the theaters. Soon thereafter it was pulled down.


    The public theaters of Shakespeare’s time were very different buildings from our theaters today. First of all, they were open-air playhouses. As recent excavations of the Rose and the Globe confirm, some were polygonal or roughly circular in shape; the Fortune, however, was square. The most recent estimates of their size put the diameter of these buildings at 72 feet (the Rose) to 100 feet (the Globe), but we know that they held vast audiences of two or three thousand, who must have been squeezed together quite tightly. Some of these spectators paid extra to sit or stand in the two or three levels of roofed galleries that extended, on the upper levels, all the way around the theater and surrounded an open space. In this space were the stage and, perhaps, the tiring house (what we would call dressing rooms), as well as the so-called yard. In the yard stood the spectators who chose to pay less, the ones whom Hamlet contemptuously called “groundlings.” For a roof they had only the sky, and so they were exposed to all kinds of weather. They stood on a floor that was sometimes made of mortar and sometimes of ash mixed with the shells of hazelnuts, which, it has recently been discovered, were standard flooring material in the period.


    Unlike the yard, the stage itself was covered by a roof. Its ceiling, called “the heavens,” is thought to have been elaborately painted to depict the sun, moon, stars, and planets. The exact size of the stage remains hard to determine. We have a single sketch of part of the interior of the Swan. A Dutchman named Johannes de Witt visited this theater around 1596 and sent a sketch of it back to his friend, Arend van Buchel. Because van Buchel found de Witt’s letter and sketch of interest, he copied both into a book. It is van Buchel’s copy, adapted, it seems, to the shape and size of the page in his book, that survives. In this sketch, the stage appears to be a large rectangular platform that thrusts far out into the yard, perhaps even as far as the center of the circle formed by the surrounding galleries. This drawing, combined with the specifications for the size of the stage in the building contract for the Fortune, has led scholars to conjecture that the stage on which Shakespeare’s plays were performed must have measured approximately 43 feet in width and 27 feet in depth, a vast acting area. But the digging up of a large part of the Rose by late-twentieth-century archaeologists has provided evidence of a quite different stage design. The Rose stage was a platform tapered at the corners and much shallower than what seems to be depicted in the van Buchel sketch. Indeed, its measurements seem to be about 37.5 feet across at its widest point and only 15.5 feet deep. Because the surviving indications of stage size and design differ from each other so much, it is possible that the stages in other theaters, like the Theatre, the Curtain, and the Globe (the outdoor playhouses where we know that Shakespeare’s plays were performed), were different from those at both the Swan and the Rose.


    After about 1608 Shakespeare’s plays were staged not only at the Globe but also at an indoor or private playhouse in Blackfriars. This theater had been constructed in 1596 by James Burbage in an upper hall of a former Dominican priory or monastic house. Although Henry VIII had dissolved all English monasteries in the 1530s (shortly after he had founded the Church of England), the area remained under church, rather than hostile civic, control. The hall that Burbage had purchased and renovated was a large one in which Parliament had once met. In the private theater that he constructed, the stage, lit by candles, was built across the narrow end of the hall, with boxes flanking it. The rest of the hall offered seating room only. Because there was no provision for standing room, the largest audience it could hold was less than a thousand, or about a quarter of what the Globe could accommodate. Admission to Blackfriars was correspondingly more expensive. Instead of a penny to stand in the yard at the Globe, it cost a minimum of sixpence to get into Blackfriars. The best seats at the Globe (in the Lords’ Room in the gallery above and behind the stage) cost sixpence; but the boxes flanking the stage at Blackfriars were half a crown, or five times sixpence. Some spectators who were particularly interested in displaying themselves paid even more to sit on stools on the Blackfriars stage.


    Whether in the outdoor or indoor playhouses, the stages of Shakespeare’s time were different from ours. They were not separated from the audience by the dropping of a curtain between acts and scenes. Therefore the playwrights of the time had to find other ways of signaling to the audience that one scene (to be imagined as occurring in one location at a given time) had ended and the next (to be imagined at perhaps a different location at a later time) had begun. The customary way used by Shakespeare and many of his contemporaries was to have everyone on stage exit at the end of one scene and have one or more different characters enter to begin the next. In a few cases, where characters remain onstage from one scene to another, the dialogue or stage action makes the change of location clear, and the characters are generally to be imagined as having moved from one place to another. For example, in Romeo and Juliet, Romeo and his friends remain onstage in Act 1 from scene 4 to scene 5, but they are represented as having moved between scenes from the street that leads to Capulet’s house into Capulet’s house itself. The new location is signaled in part by the appearance onstage of Capulet’s servingmen carrying table napkins, something they would not take into the streets. Playwrights had to be quite resourceful in the use of hand properties, like the napkin, or in the use of dialogue to specify where the action was taking place in their plays because, in contrast to most of today’s theaters, the playhouses of Shakespeare’s time did not fill the stage with scenery to make the setting precise. A consequence of this difference was that the playwrights of Shakespeare’s time did not have to specify exactly where the action of their plays was set when they did not choose to do so, and much of the action of their plays is tied to no specific place.


    Usually Shakespeare’s stage is referred to as a “bare stage,” to distinguish it from the stages of the last two or three centuries with their elaborate sets. But the stage in Shakespeare’s time was not completely bare. Philip Henslowe, owner of the Rose, lists in his inventory of stage properties a rock, three tombs, and two mossy banks. Stage directions in plays of the time also call for such things as thrones (or “states”), banquets (presumably tables with plaster replicas of food on them), and beds and tombs to be pushed onto the stage. Thus the stage often held more than the actors.


    The actors did not limit their performing to the stage alone. Occasionally they went beneath the stage, as the Ghost appears to do in the first act of Hamlet. From there they could emerge onto the stage through a trapdoor. They could retire behind the hangings across the back of the stage, as, for example, the actor playing Polonius does when he hides behind the arras. Sometimes the hangings could be drawn back during a performance to “discover” one or more actors behind them. When performance required that an actor appear “above,” as when Juliet is imagined to stand at the window of her chamber in the famous and misnamed “balcony scene,” then the actor probably climbed the stairs to the gallery over the back of the stage and temporarily shared it with some of the spectators. The stage was also provided with ropes and winches so that actors could descend from, and reascend to, the “heavens.”


    Perhaps the greatest difference between dramatic performances in Shakespeare’s time and ours was that in Shakespeare’s England the roles of women were played by boys. (Some of these boys grew up to take male roles in their maturity.) There were no women in the acting companies. It was not so in Europe, and had not always been so in the history of the English stage. There are records of women on English stages in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, two hundred years before Shakespeare’s plays were performed. After the accession of James I in 1603, the queen of England and her ladies took part in entertainments at court called masques, and with the reopening of the theaters in 1660 at the restoration of Charles II, women again took their place on the public stage.


    The chief competitors of such acting companies as the one to which Shakespeare belonged and for which he wrote were companies of exclusively boy actors. The competition was most intense in the early 1600s. There were then two principal children’s companies: the Children of Paul’s (the choirboys from St. Paul’s Cathedral, whose private playhouse was near the cathedral); and the Children of the Chapel Royal (the choirboys from the monarch’s private chapel, who performed at the Blackfriars theater built by Burbage in 1596). In Hamlet Shakespeare writes of “an aerie [nest] of children, little eyases [hawks], that cry out on the top of question and are most tyrannically clapped for ’t. These are now the fashion and . . . berattle the common stages [attack the public theaters].” In the long run, the adult actors prevailed. The Children of Paul’s dissolved around 1606. By about 1608 the Children of the Chapel Royal had been forced to stop playing at the Blackfriars theater, which was then taken over by the King’s Men, Shakespeare’s own troupe.


    Acting companies and theaters of Shakespeare’s time seem to have been organized in various ways. For example, with the building of the Globe, Shakespeare’s company apparently managed itself, with the principal actors, Shakespeare among them, having the status of “sharers” and the right to a share in the takings, as well as the responsibility for a part of the expenses. Five of the sharers, including Shakespeare, owned the Globe. As actor, as sharer in an acting company and in ownership of theaters, and as playwright, Shakespeare was about as involved in the theatrical industry as one could imagine. Although Shakespeare and his fellows prospered, their status under the law was conditional upon the protection of powerful patrons. “Common players”—those who did not have patrons or masters—were classed in the language of the law with “vagabonds and sturdy beggars.” So the actors had to secure for themselves the official rank of servants of patrons. Among the patrons under whose protection Shakespeare’s company worked were the lord chamberlain and, after the accession of King James in 1603, the king himself.


    In the early 1990s we began to learn a great deal more about the theaters in which Shakespeare and his contemporaries performed—or, at least, began to open up new questions about them. At that time about 70 percent of the Rose had been excavated, as had about 10 percent of the second Globe, the one built in 1614. Excavation was halted at that point, but London has come to value the sites of its early playhouses, and takes what opportunities it can to explore them more deeply, both on the Bankside and in Shoreditch. Information about the playhouses of Shakespeare’s London is therefore a constantly changing resource.





The Publication of Shakespeare’s Plays



    Eighteen of Shakespeare’s plays found their way into print during the playwright’s lifetime, but there is nothing to suggest that he took any interest in their publication. These eighteen appeared separately in editions in quarto or, in the case of Henry VI, Part 3, octavo format. The quarto pages are not much larger than a modern mass-market paperback book, and the octavo pages are even smaller; these little books were sold unbound for a few pence. The earliest of the quartos that still survive were printed in 1594, the year that both Titus Andronicus and a version of the play now called Henry VI, Part 2 became available. While almost every one of these early quartos displays on its title page the name of the acting company that performed the play, only about half provide the name of the playwright, Shakespeare. The first quarto edition to bear the name Shakespeare on its title page is Love’s Labor’s Lost of 1598. A few of the quartos were popular with the book-buying public of Shakespeare’s lifetime; for example, quarto Richard II went through five editions between 1597 and 1615. But most of the quartos were far from best sellers; Love’s Labor’s Lost (1598), for instance, was not reprinted in quarto until 1631. After Shakespeare’s death, two more of his plays appeared in quarto format: Othello in 1622 and The Two Noble Kinsmen, coauthored with John Fletcher, in 1634.


    In 1623, seven years after Shakespeare’s death, Mr. William Shakespeares Comedies, Histories, & Tragedies was published. This printing offered readers in a single book thirty-six of the thirty-eight plays now thought to have been written by Shakespeare, including eighteen that had never been printed before. And it offered them in a style that was then reserved for serious literature and scholarship. The plays were arranged in double columns on pages nearly a foot high. This large page size is called “folio,” as opposed to the smaller “quarto,” and the 1623 volume is usually called the Shakespeare First Folio. It is reputed to have sold for the lordly price of a pound. (One copy at the Folger Shakespeare Library is marked fifteen shillings—that is, three-quarters of a pound.)


    In a preface to the First Folio entitled “To the great Variety of Readers,” two of Shakespeare’s former fellow actors in the King’s Men, John Heminge and Henry Condell, wrote that they themselves had collected their dead companion’s plays. They suggested that they had seen his own papers: “we have scarce received from him a blot in his papers.” The title page of the Folio declared that the plays within it had been printed “according to the True Original Copies.” Comparing the Folio to the quartos, Heminge and Condell disparaged the quartos, advising their readers that “before you were abused with divers stolen and surreptitious copies, maimed, and deformed by the frauds and stealths of injurious impostors.” Many Shakespeareans of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries believed Heminge and Condell and regarded the Folio plays as superior to anything in the quartos.


    Once we begin to examine the Folio plays in detail, it becomes less easy to take at face value the word of Heminge and Condell about the superiority of the Folio texts. For example, of the first nine plays in the Folio (one-quarter of the entire collection), four were essentially reprinted from earlier quarto printings that Heminge and Condell had disparaged, and four have now been identified as printed from copies written in the hand of a professional scribe of the 1620s named Ralph Crane; the ninth, The Comedy of Errors, was apparently also printed from a manuscript, but one whose origin cannot be readily identified. Evidently, then, eight of the first nine plays in the First Folio were not printed, in spite of what the Folio title page announces, “according to the True Original Copies,” or Shakespeare’s own papers, and the source of the ninth is unknown. Since today’s editors have been forced to treat Heminge and Condell’s pronouncements with skepticism, they must choose whether to base their own editions upon quartos or the Folio on grounds other than Heminge and Condell’s story of where the quarto and Folio versions originated.


    Editors have often fashioned their own narratives to explain what lies behind the quartos and Folio. They have said that Heminge and Condell meant to criticize only a few of the early quartos, the ones that offer much shorter and sometimes quite different, often garbled, versions of plays. Among the examples of these are the 1600 quarto of Henry V (the Folio offers a much fuller version) or the 1603 Hamlet quarto. (In 1604 a different, much longer form of the play got into print as a quarto.) Early twentieth-century editors speculated that these questionable texts were produced when someone in the audience took notes from the plays’ dialogue during performances and then employed “hack poets” to fill out the notes. The poor results were then sold to a publisher and presented in print as Shakespeare’s plays. More recently this story has given way to another in which the shorter versions are said to be re-creations from memory of Shakespeare’s plays by actors who wanted to stage them in the provinces but lacked manuscript copies. Most of the quartos offer much better texts than these so-called bad quartos. Indeed, in most of the quartos we find texts that are at least equal to or better than what is printed in the Folio. Many Shakespeare enthusiasts persuaded themselves that most of the quartos were set into type directly from Shakespeare’s own papers, although there is nothing on which to base this conclusion except the desire for it to be true. Thus speculation continues about how the Shakespeare plays got to be printed. All that we have are the printed texts.


    The book collector who was most successful in bringing together copies of the quartos and the First Folio was Henry Clay Folger, founder of the Folger Shakespeare Library in Washington, D.C. While it is estimated that there survive around the world only about 230 copies of the First Folio, Mr. Folger was able to acquire more than seventy-five copies, as well as a large number of fragments, for the library that bears his name. He also amassed a substantial number of quartos. For example, only fourteen copies of the First Quarto of Love’s Labor’s Lost are known to exist, and three are at the Folger Shakespeare Library. As a consequence of Mr. Folger’s labors, scholars visiting the Folger Shakespeare Library have been able to learn a great deal about sixteenth- and seventeenth-century printing and, particularly, about the printing of Shakespeare’s plays. And Mr. Folger did not stop at the First Folio, but collected many copies of later editions of Shakespeare, beginning with the Second Folio (1632), the Third (1663–64), and the Fourth (1685). Each of these later folios was based on its immediate predecessor and was edited anonymously. The first editor of Shakespeare whose name we know was Nicholas Rowe, whose first edition came out in 1709. Mr. Folger collected this edition and many, many more by Rowe’s successors, and the collecting and scholarship continue.





An Introduction to This Text



The play we call Troilus and Cressida was printed in two somewhat different versions in the first quarter of the seventeenth century:


(1) In 1609 appeared The Historie of Troylus and Cresseida, a quarto (Q) that lacks a few short passages of the text with which most modern readers are familiar. Some of these passages are among the most difficult to read in the play, and may have been cut for that reason.


(2) The second version to see print is found in what we now call the First Folio of Shakespeare’s plays, published in 1623 (F). Titled simply The Tragedie of Troylus and Cressida, F supplies the passages not in Q but lacks, sometimes apparently through error, several lines or pairs of lines that Q preserves. These two versions also differ from each other in their readings in about five hundred places. In a great many of these cases, the difference is limited to the choice of a single word. Variation between Q and F, while a source of ongoing discussion among textual scholars and editors, makes very little difference to most readers.
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Title page of a 1609 Quarto of Troilus and Cressida, copy STC22332.


(From the Folger Shakespeare Library collection.)
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From the 1623 First Folio.


    (Copy 75 in the Folger Shakespeare Library collection.)







Publication of both Q and F was unusually complicated in comparison to that of most of Shakespeare’s plays. Q survives in two different states, each with its own title page, the second state alone containing the prefatory “A neuer writer, to an euer reader. Newes,” printed in this edition in modern spelling. The title page of the first state describes the play as a “Historie” published “As it was acted by the Kings Maiesties seruants at the Globe.” The title page of the second state removes reference to the King’s company of players and their Globe playhouse and describes the play as “The Famous Historie of Troylus and Cresseid. Excellently expressing the beginning of their loues, with the conceited wooing of Pandarus Prince of Licia.” Removal of reference to players and playhouse from the second state’s title page is consistent with the assertions of the second state’s “A neuer writer” that the play was “neuer stal’d with the Stage, neuer clapper-clawd with the palmes of the vulger.” Scholars have differed widely in their interpretations of the contradiction between the first and second states as to whether Troilus and Cressida was ever staged.


    Publication of the F version of the play was also complicated. Indeed, the play almost did not become part of the First Folio. A few copies of the book do not contain it, and it was never listed in the Folio’s “Catalogue,” or table of contents. There were two different attempts to include Troilus and Cressida, the second a great deal more successful than the first. Each attempt located the play in a different place in the book, and for each attempt typesetter’s employed a different kind of printer’s copy. Originally, the play was to appear as the fourth of the tragedies, following Coriolanus, Titus Andronicus, and Romeo and Juliet. This intention is clear from the copies of the First Folio that contain a leaf that prints on one side the last page of Romeo and Juliet, numbered page “77,” and on the other side the first page of Troilus and Cressida, unnumbered. On this leaf, the last page of Romeo and Juliet is crossed off in pen and ink to indicate that the leaf is to be canceled, rather than bound up with a finished book—an indication that was not always noticed or observed, as the survival of copies of the leaf demonstrates. Also printed at the same time was the leaf containing the second and third pages of F Troilus, as is indicated by their being numbered pages “79” and “80.” These are the only pages of the F version to contain page numbers, although all the rest of the Folio plays are printed on pages that are numbered throughout. The text of Troilus and Cressida found on these three pages is almost identical to that found in Q, except for some printers errors and the correction of a few of the most obvious errors in Q, such as the omission of an entrance for Pandarus at 1.2.40 SD.


    Before any more of Troilus could be printed, there was a change of plan and a relocation of the play within the book. Now Troilus and Cressida was placed between Henry VIII, the last of the history plays that constitute the middle section of the book, and Coriolanus, the first play in the concluding tragedies section. This is where Troilus and Cressida appears in the great majority of the extant copies of the First Folio. In these copies, in place of the canceled leaf on which Troilus’s first page was initially printed, there is a leaf that contains on one side “The Prologue” (which had not been printed in the first attempt) and on the other side the first page of the play. This second printing of this page was evidently set into type directly from its first printing, because the second printing contains errors introduced during the first. Following this reset first page come pages “79” and “80”; their appearance indicates that they were saved from the interrupted initial attempt to print the play. The rest of Troilus and Cressida then follows, printed on twenty-five unnumbered pages.


These twenty-five pages were evidently set from a different kind of printer’s copy than that used in the first attempt. During that attempt, the typesetter seems to have worked simply to reproduce word for word the text of the play that appears in Q; if there were any pen-and-ink changes made to the typesetter’s copy of Q, they were very few, and they could have been made without anyone’s consulting a manuscript source. But the twenty-five pages printed in the second attempt contain so many more departures from and additions to the Q text that the printer must have had recourse to a manuscript version of the play in addition to Q. It would have been from this manuscript that the printer would also have acquired the Prologue, which is unique to F.


Precisely how this manuscript was used in the printing house has been the subject of debate. Some, including the present editors, favor the view that the last twenty-five pages of F were printed directly from a copy of Q that had been annotated with reference to a manuscript, perhaps with some of the additional short passages having been copied onto slips of paper that were interleaved among the pages of the Q copy. This view is based not only on the many errors shared by Q and F, but also on the reappearance of typographical peculiarities from Q in F. For example, of the fifty-five occurrences of the word Troy in the play’s dialogue, it is printed in roman type forty-seven times in the same places in both Q and F; in the five places it is printed in italic in Q, it is also in italic in F; and there are only three places where the word is printed in roman in Q but in italic in F. It would seem, then, that F was set directly from printed copy, just as were a number of other plays—A Midsummer Night’s Dream, The Merchant of Venice, and Henry IV, Part 1, to name only three. Despite such evidence, some scholars have raised an objection to this view. Citing the appearance of errors in F in places where Q is self-evidently correct, they argue that it is impossible that an annotator of Q would have deliberately replaced these Q readings with F’s errors. Consider the following useful example; the quotation is from Q, with the variants from F added in pointed brackets:


Vlis. Shee will sing any man at first sight.


Ther. And any man may sing ⟨finde⟩ her, if hee can take her Cliff ⟨life⟩, she’s noted.


(5.2.11–14)


Admittedly, no intelligent annotator would have substituted the bracketed F readings for Q’s words. However, it is entirely possible that the errors in F originate with the typesetter, not the annotator: study of typesetters’ performance in reprinting quartos of other plays for the Folio shows that they were capable of straying from their perfectly clear printed copy in ways not unlike what we find in the passage quoted. Thus there is no need to qualify or abandon the inference that F was set from an annotated and perhaps interleaved copy of Q.


    Usually, twentieth-century editors of Shakespeare determined their preferences regarding versions of a play according to their theories about the origins of the early printed texts. In the case of Troilus and Cressida, however, there emerged no consensus among editors about the kinds of manuscript lying behind Q or behind the annotations incorporated into the printing of F. For much of the twentieth century, it was argued that the manuscript used to annotate Q copy for F was Shakespeare’s own draft of the play; some repetitions in F were interpreted as arising from his incompletely deleted first shots that had been replaced by second thoughts (see the Textual Notes at 4.5.110 and 5.3.123). In contrast, Q was thought to be based on a scribal transcript that preserved some of Shakespeare’s revisions to the earlier version found in F. There followed an attempt to turn this account upside down and to establish that Q, rather than F, represented Shakespeare’s own draft and that the manuscript used to annotate Q copy for F was Shakespeare’s revision of his play. More recently, another editor has suggested that Q may derive from a transcript of the play, perhaps by Shakespeare, that contains some of his revisions, further speculating that F may derive from a different manuscript of Shakespeare’s that contains other revisions.


    While scholarly opinions about the manuscript sources of Q and F are very much at odds, we can be confident that the manuscript used to annotate Q copy for F came from the playhouse. Good evidence for this conclusion is the number of stage directions calling for sounds (sound calls) that are added to the F text. These can be found, for example, at 1.3.0, 1.3.216, 3.1.0, 3.3.0, 4.4.149, and 5.4.0. In several non-Shakespearean plays that survive in playhouse manuscripts, sound calls are one kind of stage direction that we find repeatedly added in the margin in the hands of theatrical personnel. Unfortunately, identification of the theatrical provenance of the manuscript used to annotate the copy of Q employed by the F printers does nothing to determine whether Q or F is the better text on which to base an edition. Among surviving theatrical manuscripts, we find both authorial and scribal copies of widely varying quality.


    Our decision to select Q as the basis for this edition is based on our evaluation of the quality of the readings in the two versions, rather than on any of the conflicting accounts of the origins of Q and F. There are problems with both texts. Q prints many errors, a number of them apparently the result of careless copying or typesetting. One particularly bad passage occurs in 5.1.59–62, where Q mistakenly prints “faced” (corrected in F to “forced”), “hers” (corrected in F to “hee is”), “day” (corrected in F to “Dogge”), and “Moyle” (corrected in F to “Mule”). Another batch of Q errors appear to be examples of what is called contextual variation. This error occurs when the eye and attention of a scribe or compositor strays from the word to be copied toward another word in the immediate context, and the scribe or compositor erroneously copies or sets the other word. The transcript or the printed version then varies from the original under the influence of context. One striking example of such an error occurs at 5.1.15, where in Q Thersites orders Patroclus to “be silent, box,” and F corrects Q’s nonsensical “box” to the intelligible “boy.” Q’s choice of word occurs two lines above in the phrase “Surgeons box,” and it is to be suspected that some agent in the transmission of Q from Shakespeare into print, whether a scribe or a compositor, allowed his eye to wander from “boy” to “box,” and repeated “box” in error. Although there is no good evidence that deliberate changes were introduced into the text that Q preserves, Q shows so many careless errors that we, as editors, would prefer not to have to rely on Q.


But we feel that we must; for although F displays fewer careless errors than Q, F may also contain what can be interpreted as calculated but unnecessary attempts to improve and clarify the play’s language. For example, in the following exchange F’s intervention seems primarily to endow Thersites’ speech with a touch of formality:


ACHILLES  Why, but he is not in this tune, is he?


THERSITES  No, but ⟨he’s⟩ out of tune thus.


(3.3.314–15)


    As another example, F’s addition to 2.3.66–68 may be erroneous in its redundancy and ambiguity: “Agamemnon is a fool to offer to command Achilles, Achilles is a fool to be commanded ⟨of Agamemnon,⟩ Thersites is a fool to serve such a fool. . . .” It is obvious from the first clause who Achilles’ would-be commander is. Furthermore, by introducing “of Agamemnon” into the second clause, F makes the reference “such a fool” in the third clause harder to read than it was in Q. In F, but not in Q, the phrase could refer either to Achilles, whom Thersites does serve and to whom the phrase clearly refers in Q, or to Agamemnon. However, it is to be acknowledged that this suspicion of F’s reading holds the informal conversation of the dialogue accountable to strict stylistic and grammatical standards.


F’s most striking error occurs at 5.1.21–24. In Q, Thersites concludes the curse he calls down on Patroclus of “the rotten diseases of the south” by naming “could palsies, rawe eies, durt rotten liuers, whissing lungs, bladders full of impostume, sciaticas, lime-kills ith’ palme, incurable bone-ach, and the riueled fee simple of the tetter . . .”; F deletes most of the list, reducing it to “palsies, and the like.” Clearly, some agent in the transmission of F had no qualms about discarding Shakespeare’s language. It is therefore just possible that the rest of F’s verbal substitutions and additions—those that are not corrections of obvious Q errors—also proceed from such an agent’s attempt to improve, sophisticate, or otherwise change Shakespeare. There is nothing so remarkable about the F-only readings that we feel compelled to invoke Shakespeare as the only conceivable source of them. The possibility that F is a sophisticated version not only may undercut many editors’ confidence that F preserves Shakespeare’s own revisions but also leads us, as editors, to prefer Q, which does not arouse the same kind of suspicions about wrong-headed attempts to enhance the text.


This edition therefore offers its readers the Q version of Troilus and Cressida and is based directly upon that printing.I But our text offers an edition of Q, because it prints such F readings and such later editorial emendations as are, in the editors’ judgments, necessary to repair what may be errors and deficiencies in Q. At the same time, this edition provides readers access to the F version, in spite of our suspicions of the F text, by offering the lines and part-lines and many of the words that are to be found only in F, marking them as coming from F (see below). We want to allow readers, to the full extent possible within the bounds of a single edition, to arrive at their own judgments about the relative quality of Q and F.


Occasionally, too, F readings are substituted in our text for Q words. This substitution occurs under the following circumstances:


(1) Whenever a word in Q is unintelligible (i.e., is not a word) or is incorrect according to the standards of that time for acceptable grammar, rhetoric, idiom, or usage, and F provides an intelligible and acceptable word (recognizing that our understanding of what was acceptable in Shakespeare’s time is to some extent inevitably based on reading others’ editions of Troilus and Cressida, but also drawing on reading of much other writing from the period).
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