
Shakespeare Editions and Editors 
 

The 16th and 17th Centuries 
 
The earliest texts of William Shakespeare’s works were published during the 
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries in quarto or folio format.  Folios are large, 
tall volumes; quartos are smaller, roughly half the size. 
 
Early Texts of Shakespeare’s Works:  The Quartos and Bad 
Quartos  (1594-1623) 
 
Of the thirty-six plays contained in the First Folio of 1623, eighteen have no other 
source.  The eighteen other plays had been printed in separate and individual 
editions at least once between 1594 and 1623.  Pericles (1609) and The Two 
Noble Kinsmen (1634) also appeared separately before their inclusions in folio 

collections.  All of these were quarto editions, 
with one exception:  the first edition of Henry 
VI, Part 3 was printed in octavo form in 1594.  
Popular plays like Henry IV, Part 1 and 
Pericles were reprinted in their quarto editions 
even after the First Folio appeared, sometimes 
more than once.  But since the prefatory matter 
in the First Folio itself warns against the earlier 
texts, 18th and 19th century editors of 

Shakespeare tended to ignore the quarto texts in favor of the Folio.  Gradually, 
however, it was recognized that the quarto texts varied widely among themselves; 
some much better than others.  It was the bibliographer Alfred W. Pollard who 
originated the term “bad quarto” in 1909, to distinguish several texts that he 
judged significantly corrupt.  He focused on four early quartos:  Romeo and Juliet 
(1597), Henry V (1600), The Merry Wives of Windsor (1602), and Hamlet 
(1603).  His reasons for citing these texts as “bad” were that they featured 
obvious errors, changes in word order, gaps in the sense of the text, jumbled 
printing of prose as verse and verse as prose, and similar problems. 
 
The Poems (1593-1609) 
 
Shakespeare’s poems were also printed in quarto or octavo form between the 
years 1593 and 1609.  Differing from the quartos of the plays, the first editions of 
Shakespeare’s narrative poems are extremely well printed.  Richard Field, 
Shakespeare’s first publisher and printer, was a Stratford man, probably a friend 
of Shakespeare, and the two produced an excellent text.  Shakespeare may have 
had direct involvement in the publication of the two earliest volumes – Venus 
and Adonis (1593) and The Rape of Lucrece (1594).  John Benson published a 
collected edition of Shakespeare’s Poems in 1640; the poems were not added to 
collections of the plays until the 18th century. 
 



The First Folio  (1623) 
 
Official title:  Mr. William Shakespeares Comedies, Histories, & Tragedies. 
 
Importance:  The earliest collected edition of Shakespeare’s plays. 
 
Major Impetus:  The idea for a collected edition of the plays probably began 
with the Folio edition of Ben Jonson’s Workes in 1616, making him the first 

English playwright to collect his plays and poems together in 
a single volume.  After Shakespeare’s death that same year, 
and until 1619 when Thomas Pavier arranged with William 
Jaggard to print ten plays attributed to Shakespeare (two of 
which were really not his), there had been no Shakespeare 
publications.  Shakespeare’s popularity had been waning at 
this time, eclipsed by Beaumont and Fletcher among others, 
and his death failed to spark its immediate resurgence.  But 
Pavier’s edition (sometimes referred to as the False Folio 
because of its corrupt and poorly planned state), became a 
primary impetus for the printing of the First Folio, with his 

fellow actors no doubt inspired to prevent any further abuse and vulgarization of 
Shakespeare’s name by publishing a final authorized version. 
 
Publication Date:  The book was first advertised in the catalogue of the 
Frankfurt Book Fair as due out in mid-1622, but the title page bore the date 1623, 
and the final copies weren’t completed until early 1624, seven years after 
Shakespeare’s death.   
 
Format:  The First Folio is published in folio format reserved for expensive, 
prestigious volumes, in which the printed sheets are folded in half, making two 
leaves or four pages. There are 907 double-columned pages printed on good 
paper, and originally sold for fifteen shillings unbound, 16 to 17 shillings in a limp 
forel binding, 17 to 18 shillings sixpence in forel-covered boards, and about £1 (or 
20 shillings) in a plain calf binding. 
 
Preliminary Material:  The first preliminary page consists of the verse by Ben 
Jonson (on the now familiar Martin Droeshout portrait) entitled “To the Reader”.   

This is followed by the title page, which 
includes the portrait.  The next item is the 
dedication to William Herbert, 3rd earl of 
Pembroke, and his brother Philip Herbert, earl 
of Montgomery.  Following this is the editors’ 
(Heminges and Condell’s) epistle “To the 
Great Variety of Readers”.  After the epistle are 
two commendatory poems by Ben Johnson 
and Hugh Holland.  Next is a “Catalogue of the 
severall Comedies, Histories, and Tragedies 

contained in this Volume” from which Troilus and Cressida is omitted.  This is 



followed by two more commendatory verses, those by Leonard Digges and the 
author, probably James Mabbe, who signed with his initials as “I.M.”  The last 
item is a list of the “Principall Actors” in the plays.   
 
Contents:  Immediately after the list of “Principall Actors,” the plays begin.  The 
first is The Tempest and the last is Cymbeline, incorrectly classed as a tragedy.  
All told there are thirty-six plays included in the First Folio – all of the plays 
generally accepted to be Shakespeare’s except three late collaborative plays, 
Pericles, Prince of Tyre, The Two Noble Kinsmen and Cardenio.  The volume is 
printed in three separately paginated sections:  Comedies, Histories, and 
Tragedies.  The histories are set up chronologically, and some care was taken in 
ordering the plays so that each section begins and ends with plays that had not 
previously appeared in quarto.  Also excluded was a single scene Shakespeare 
wrote for Sir Thomas More, as well as the poems and sonnets.  Among the thirty-
six plays printed, eighteen had never been published as quarto editions 
(including Twelfth Night, As You Like It, Macbeth, The Taming of the Shrew and 
Antony and Cleopatra), and would probably have been lost without this edition. 
 
Editors:  Shakespeare’s colleagues John Heminges (1556-1630, actor and 
financial manager for the King’s Men) and Henry Condell (d. 1627, actor in the 
King’s Men) are traditionally perceived as the editors of this volume.  But did 
Heminges and Condell actually “edit” the First Folio?  Some contend they were 
not qualified for this exacting work.  W.W. Greg, for example, argues that Edward 
Knight, the book-keeper (prompter) of the King’s Men, would have been a logical 
choice for the task, and was almost certainly the individual who proofread the 
manuscript sources for the First Folio. 
 
Publishers:  The First Folio was published by a syndicate made up of five 
individuals:  bookseller Edward Bount (1565-1632); the father-son team of 
William Jaggard (1568-1623) and Isaac Jaggard (d. 1627); and two stationers 
who owned the rights to some of the individual plays that had been previously 
published, William Aspley (d. 1640) and John Smethwick (d. 1641), who served 
as “junior partners”.  Smethwick had been a business partner of another Jaggard, 
William’s brother John.  The Jaggards were printers as well as booksellers, an 
unusual but not unprecedented combination.  It is thought that the typesetting 
and printing of the First Folio was such a large job that the King’s Men simply 
needed the capacities of the Jaggards’ shop.  At any rate, the elder Jaggard was 
old, infirm, and blind by 1623, and died a month before the book went on sale.  
Most of the important work in the project must have been done by his son Isaac. 
 
Compositors:  The First Folio was probably set into type by five compositors, 
with different spelling habits, peculiarities, and levels of competence.  
Researchers have labeled them A through E, A being the most accurate, and E an 
apprentice who had significant difficulties in dealing with manuscript copy. 
 
Manuscript Sources:  Although we cannot be totally certain of the exact 
sources for each of the plays, bibliographical research has determined that there 



were certainly a variety of sources used for the publication of the First Folio.  A 
number of plays, for example, were set into type from manuscripts prepared by 
Ralph Crane, a professional scrivener employed by the King’s Men.  Crane 
produced a high-quality result which included formal act/scene divisions.  Other 
plays were set from (1) “foul papers,” which refers to Shakespeare’s working 
drafts of a play; (2) a “fair copy” of the foul papers, which would have been 
prepared by the author or by a scribe; (3) a prompt-book (a manuscript heavily 
annotated with detailed stage directions and all other data needed for 
performance, and used by the prompter to guide a performance of the play); (4) a 
lightly corrected or annotated copy of the quarto; or (5) some combination of 
several of these sources. 
 
Variants:  To economize, the Jaggards chose not to waste any folio sheets on 
which they had noticed errors during printing – they corrected as they went 
along, and used the misprinted pages.  Therefore some 134 out of the 907 pages 
were proofread and corrected while the job of printing was ongoing.  As a result, 
the Folio differs from modern books in that individual copies vary considerably in 
their typographical errors.  There were about 500 corrections made to the Folio 
in this way. 
 
Printing and Publishing Details: The actual printing was likely done 
between April and October 1621, and then, after a break for other work, from the 
autumn of 1622 to autumn in the following year.  The book was on sale by the end 
of 1623.  Probably about 750 to 1,000 copies of the Folio were printed, of which 
228 copies, in various stages of decomposition, are extant (of which about 40 are 
absolutely complete).  Five copies are held by the British Library.  The Folger 
Shakespeare Library in Washinton, D.C. holds the world’s largest collection with 
79 copies. 
 
Modern Sales and Valuations:  The First Folio’s original price was £1, the 
equivalent of about $190-220 today.  The escalation in purchase price for the 
book was gradual but inexorable.  In 1756 a copy fetched £3 and 3 shillings.  By 
the 1790s the average price of a First Folio had risen to about £35.  In 1864, the 
Baroness Burdett-Coutts paid an unprecedented £816 for the “Daniel” copy of the 
First Folio, and in 1922 that same copy was bought for £8,600 by renowned book 
collector, Dr. A.S.W. Rosenbach of Philadelphia, an avid collector, scholar, and 
seller of rare books and manuscripts.  Jumping forward four decades, a copy in 
1960 went for £26,473; in 1978 another was bought for £76,923; and in 1989 one 
fetched £691,040.  In 2001, a perfect copy once owned by John Dryden’s niece 
was sold at auction by Christie’s to Microsoft billionaire Paul Allen for £4,166,216 
or $6,166,000, and five years later one of Dr. Rosenbach’s copies sold at 
Sotheby’s for $5,400,000, still in its original 17th-century calfskin.  Only one 
other copy of the book remains in private ownership (bought by Sir Paul Getty, 
the philanthropist, in 2002 for £3,500.000).  In July 2008, it was reported that a 
copy stolen from Durham University in England in 1998 had been recovered after 
being submitted for valuation at Folger Shakespeare Library.  Its value was 
estimated at up to £15,000,000. 



 
The Second Folio  (1632) 
 
Importance:  Only nine years after the First Folio (1623), a second edition of 
Shakespeare’s collected plays was published by a new consortium of investors 
who had acquired the rights to them – some from Dorothy Jaggard, Isaac 
Jaggard’s widow, and even some from Thomas Pavier, co-publisher of the so-
called False Folio. 
 
Major Impetus:  The major partners in the First Folio had passed from the 

publishing scene by the time of the Second Folio.  Both William and 
Isaac Jaggard had died, and Edward Blount, the third major partner, 
had sold his rights to Shakespearean plays to Robert Allot in 1630, and 
then died in 1632.  Allot (d. 1635) was a London bookseller when he 
acquired the rights to sixteen of the eighteen plays in the First Folio 
that had not been previously published in quarto editions, and these 
newly acquired rights made him the prime mover in the creation of the 

Second Folio. 
 
Publication Date:  Though all copies of the Second Folio are dated 1632, some 
in fact are remainder issues that were released as late as 1641 and after. 
 
Format:   The Second Folio is essentially a page-by-page reprint of the First 
Folio, with corrections and amendations by unknown editor(s).  Like the first 
edition, it consists of 907 double-columned pages.  The elegant paper stock used 
for the Second Folio occasioned William Prynne to lament in Histrio-mastix 
(1633) that “playbooks are grown from quarto into folio” and that “Shakespeare’s 
plays are printed in the best crown paper, far better than most Bibles.”  
 
Preliminary Material:  The preliminary matter of the volume reprints from 
the First Folio Ben Jonson’s verses, Heminges and Condell’s preface, the poems 
by Leonard Digges, “I.M.” and Hugh Holland, and adds John Milton’s poem on 
Shakespeare, which epigram in heroic couplets is the poet’s first appearance in 
print.  The poem was entitled “An Epitaph on the admirable Dramaticke Poet, W. 
Shakespeare,” and was unsigned.  John Milton (1608-74), whose Poems 
published in 1645 gives the date “1630” to this poem, was the son of a successful 
London scrivener who had his shop in the vicinity of St. Paul’s Churchyard where 
Edward Blount’s bookshop, The Black Bear, was located (and which had been  
taken over by Robert Allot in 1632).  It may have been Thomas Cotes’ idea to add 
a commendatory poem by a son of their neighbor’s to their preliminaries.  Also 
added were the anonymous commendatory verse “Upon the Effigies of my worth 
Friend, the Author Master William Shakespeare, and his Workes,” as well as a 
poem entitled “On Worthy Master Shakespeare and his poems,” signed I.M.S. 
 
Contents:  Considerable editorial work on this folio was done directly on the 
pages of the First Folio, most probably in the printing house itself.  There are 
evident attempts to regularize spelling and grammar and correct typographical 



anomalies, but the Second Folio is also notorious among scholars for introducing 
many new typographical errors, probably due to very insufficient proof reading.  
Scholars have counted almost 1,700 changes from the First Folio, about 800 of 
which are still accepted by modern editors.  Apart from the hundreds of 
corrections of obvious typographical errors, scholars have noted 1,679 “deliberate 
editorial” changes:  459 alterations of grammar, 374 changes affecting the 
thought, 359 affecting meter, 357 affecting style, and 130 changes pertaining to 
the action.  Examples range from changing the old ordinals “fift” and “sixt” to 
“fifth” and “sixth” and differentiating “to” from “too” and “who” from “whom” to 
the careful correction of flawed Latin in Love’s Labor’s Lost.  The “editors” of the 
Second Folio apparently did not make use of earlier quartos of Shakespeare. 
 
Editors:  No 17th century scholar was called in to edit any of the subsequent 
Folio editions.  The actual editors of the successive Folios were probably in each 
case the printer’s ordinary corrector of the press. 
 
Publishers:  In addition to Robert Allot, the two junior partners in the First 
Folio, William Aspley and John Smethwick, continued as partners in the Second 
Folio syndicate.  Aspley owned the rights to Much Ado About Nothing and Henry 
IV, Part 2, while Smethwick owned the rights to Love’s Labor’s Lost, Romeo and 
Juliet, Hamlet and The Taming of the Shrew.  Allot, Aspley and Smethwick were 
joined by two other publishers:  Richard Hawkins (d. 1633) and Richard Meighen 
(d. 1641).  Hawkins owned the rights to Othello, while Meighen owned the rights 
to The Merry Wives of Windsor.  Individual copies of the Second Folio were 
issued with title-page inscriptions to each of the five publishers, in the format 
“printed by Thomas Cotes for Robert Allot,” “…for William Aspley,” etc.  It 
appears that each of the booksellers in the syndicate took a specific consignment 
of the press run to sell at his shop, the size of the consignment depending upon 
his level of participation in the project.  In all copies, though, a colophon at the 
end of the book gives the full list of publishers.  By one accounting, the surviving 
volumes of the Second Folio inscribed for Robert Allot outnumber those for the 
other four publishers taken altogether, by about two to one – a fact that reflects 
Allot’s dominance in the endeavor.  The Hawkins imprint is “exceedingly rare,” 
and “Not more than three or four copies are known with the Smethwick 
imprint…” 
 
Printer:  The printing of the Second Folio was done by Thomas Cotes (d. 1641), 
a former apprentice of William Jaggard.  Cotes ran his own printing shop from 
1620 to 1641; from 1635 on, he was in partnership with his brother Richard Cotes 
(d. 1653).  In 1627, Cotes acquired the business and copyrights of Isaac Jaggard, 
son and heir of William Jaggard.  
 
Modern Sales and Valuations:   The earliest recorded auction price for the 
Second Folio is 10 shillings in 1678.  In 1786 a copy was sold for £1 at the 
dispersion of the library of the actor John Henderson (who also owned copies of 
the Third and Fourth Folios!).  In 1795 the auction price rose to £1 4 shillings, in 
1812 the Roxburghe copy sold for £15, and in the early 1860s the book was valued 



at £50.  George Daniel’s copy of the Folio in original calf binding went for £148 in 
1864, a price regarded in some quarters as absurdly high, but in 1895 the same 
copy was resold for £540 at the Earl of Oxford’s sale.  In 1902 three Second Folios 
turned up in the London auction rooms and brought £690, £615, and £350 
respectively.  The next year a copy sold at Sotheby’s for £850.  The Strand 
Bookstore in New York sold a copy in 2006 for $100,000. 
 
The Third Folio  (1663) 
 
Importance:  The Third Folio is a corrected reprint of the Second Folio of 1632, 
and is regarded by scholars to have been rather carefully edited but without 

reference to the printer’s copy.  Bibliographical 
evidence indicates that the supplement of seven new 
plays was an afterthought, and only Pericles (making 
its first and belated appearance in a Folio collection) is 
now accepted as Shakespeare’s work.  The Third Folio 
is also extremely rare, because a large number of 
unsold copies were destroyed in the great fire of 
London in 1666.  It is, in fact, rarer than the First Folio. 

 
Publication Date:  The Third Folio was published in 1663, and then reprinted 
in 1664 with seven new plays added to the original 36, only one of which 
(Pericles) was actually written by Shakespeare. 
 
Contents:  The 1664 reprint of the Third Folio added seven new plays, six of 
which are considered apocryphal:  The London Prodigal, Thomas Lord 
Cromwell, Sir John Oldcastle, The Puritan, A Yorkshire Tragedy, and Locrine.  
The seventh play, however, Pericles, is now accepted into the canon.  The 
bibliographical evidence indicates that the seven plays were not originally 
planned for inclusion in the volume but added as an afterthought.  
 
Editors:  The Third Folio appears to have been carefully proofread, but not 
against the previous edition, which was the printer’s copy. 
  
Publishers: Robert Allot, the publisher of the Second Folio, died in 1635. Two 
years later, his widow married the stationer Philip Chetwinde, who thus inherited 
the copyright to Shakespeare’s plays. It was not until 1663, however, that 
Chetwinde brought out the third edition of Shakespeare’s collected dramatic 
works. Chetwinde was originally a clothworker until his marriage to Mary Allot, 
and it was not until 1653 that he was able to operate fully as a stationer. 
 
Printer:   The Third Folio was printed by Alice Warren, Roger Daniel, and either 
Thomas Ratcliffe or John Hayes.  (In the seventeenth century and earlier, the 
function of printers and publishers were largely (though not absolutely) separate; 
booksellers chose works to publish and commissioned printers to print them) 
 



Modern Sales and Valuations:   Early prices:  1902: £755; 1907:  $650; in 
1912, a copy of the Third Folio (which had been bought in London 1n 1864 for 
$230) sold for $1,160. 
 
The Fourth Folio  (1685) 
 
Importance:  The Fourth Folio is a reprint of the Third (1663) with a good deal 
of correction and modernization, apparently made by three different persons.  

Often regarded as the worst of the four folios, it 
has been seen by its later close students as a 
workmanlike and often valuable addition to the 
standard Shakespearean text.  It served as the 
basis for the series of eighteenth century editions 
of Shakespeare’s plays.  Nicholas Rowe used the 
Fourth Folio text as the foundation of his 1709 

edition, and subsequent editors – Pope, Theobald, etc. – both adapted and 
reacted to Rowe’s text in their own editions. 
 
Publication Date:  The Fourth Folio was published in 1685.  Seventy pages of 
this edition were reprinted c.1700 to make up a shortage and may be considered a 
Fifth Folio printing. 
 
Contents:   There are 751 editorial changes in the Fourth Folio, most of them 
designed to make the text easier to read and comprehend.  The six apocryphal 
plays and Pericles are repeated from the Third Folio reprint. 
 
Publishers:  H. Herringman, E. Brewster, R. Chiswell and R. Bentley are listed 
in the Fourth Folio as publishers.  Brewster, Chiswell and Herringman were 
members of the six-man syndicate that published the third Ben Jonson Folio in 
1692; Herringman was one of three stationers who issued the second Beaumont 
and Fletcher Folio in 1679. 
 
Modern Sales and Valuations:   A copy of the Fourth Folio was sold in 1902 
for  £755.   
 



18th Century Scholarship/Editors 
 
Shakespeare's editors were essential in the development of the modern practice 
of producing printed books and the evolution of textual criticism.  The 17th-
century folio collections of the plays of William Shakespeare did not have editors 
in the modern sense of the term. In the 18th century, however, interested 
individuals made the first concerted efforts to bring order to the tangle of textual 
difficulties that the Folios of the previous century presented.  Almost without 
exception, each editor from Rowe (1709) to Malone (1790) used the edition of his 
predecessor as the basis for his own edition establishing an unbroken continuity 
of text. 
 
Nicholas Rowe, 1709 
 
Brief Biography:  Nicholas Rowe (1674-1718) was a dramatist and poet whose 
dignified moral tragedies (The Fair Penitent, 1703 and The Tragedy of Jane 

Shore, 1714) clashed strongly with Restoration licentiousness.  
A successful poet as well, he succeeded Nahum Tate as Poet 
Laureate in 1715, had several minor political appointments 
under George I, and ws buried in Westminster Abbey.   
 
Publishers & Publication Dates:  London:  Jacob Tonson, 
1709, quarto, 6 volumes.   2nd edition in 1714. 
 
Importance/Contents:  Rowe abandoned law for literature 

and distinguished himself as the first modern editor of Shakespeare, attempting a 
clean and fully comprehensible text of the plays in his 1709 publication, which 
was the first critical and illustrated edition.  But unfortunately he based his text 
on the corrupt Fourth Folio, without consulting the quartos or First Folio, a 
course in which he was followed by later editors. Rowe’s practical knowledge of 
the stage allowed him to suggest improvements:   

• dividing the plays into acts and scenes on a reasonable method 
• noting the entrances and exits of the players and other stage directions 
• prefixing a list of the dramatis personae to each play 
• following the Folio order, with doubtful plays placed at volume’s end 
• modernization of spelling punctuation, and grammar, making the text 

more intelligible to 18th century audiences and readers and paving the way 
for future editions 

• making generally conjectural emendations to the plays, many of which are 
accepted to this day 

Additionally, Rowe wrote the first formal biography of Shakespeare, entitled 
Some Account of the Life, &c. of Mr. William Shakespear, which appeared as an 
introduction to his 1709 edition, and which became the standard biographical 
work during the 18th century when subsequent editors of Shakespeare reprinted it 
in altered form.  Much of the material in the way of theatrical traditions, legends, 
and anecdotes, was collected for Rowe by Thomas Betterton in Stratford.   



 
Subsequent Editions:  A second edition of Shakespeare’s works, extended to 9 
volumes to include Poems, appeared in 1714. 
 
Alexander Pope, 1725 
 
Brief Biography:  Poet and satirist Alexander Pope (1688-1744) became the 
outstanding poet of the Augustan period (first half of the 18th century).  He was 

acquainted with most of the leading literary figures of his 
time, including Addison and Swift, and his venomous pen 
won him many enemies and embroiled him in numerous 
controversies.  His earliest poems were pastorals, and he 
brought the heroic couplet to unsurpassed perfection in his 
didactic poems Essay on Criticism (1711), Moral Essays 
(1731-35), and Essay on Man (1733-34) and his satiric poems 
The Rape of the Lock (1712, 1714), The Dunciad (1728, 1743), 
etc.  His poems excel in their wit, lucidity, epigrammatic 

sharpness, and keen irony.  He also composed lyrical poems and published a 
translation, in heroic couplets, of The Iliad and The Odyssey. 
 
Publishers and Publication Dates:  Pope was employed by the publisher 
Jacob Tonson to produce an opulent new edition of Shakespeare.  Pope’s edition 
of Shakespeare was published in six quarto volumes in 1725, with a subsequent 
edition appearing in 1728. 
 
Importance/Contents:  Pope’s edition used Rowe’s text (the corrupt Fourth 
Folio) as a basis for his; the copy he sent to the press was Rowe’s printed pages 
“corrected” as Pope thought necessary.  He was one of the principle corrupters of 
the text, for his interest was that of a poet, and he: 

• omitted many words, sometimes excluding whole lines 
• inserted words that he believed improved the rhyme 
• “regularized” Shakespeare’s meter and rewrote his verse in a number of 

places 
• demoted about 1,560 lines of Shakespearean material to footnotes, arguing 

that they were so “excessively bad” that Shakespeare could not have 
written them (essentially treating them as “interpolation” whenever they 
did not meet his standard) 

• relegated inferior passages to the bottom of the page 
Lewis Theobald’s Shakespeare Restored (published 1726) took to task Pope’s 
edition and catalogued its many errors.  In retaliation, Pope portrayed Theobald 
as the King of Dullness in the 1728 edition of his Dunciad. 
 
Subsequent Editions:  A second edition, published in 1728, made some minor 
revisions to the preface, but Pope seems to have had little to do with it.  Included 
as part of this new edition were some spurious plays, a list of 29 quartos, along 
with a supplementary volume of the Poems edited by Dr. George Sewell. 



 
Lewis Theobald, 1733 
 
Brief Biography:  Classical scholar, dramatist,  scholar and critic, Lewis 
Theobald (pronounced Tib’bald, 1688-1744) was a landmark figure in the history 

of Shakespearean editing.  He began as a lawyer, 
became a competent classicist (translating Plato, 
Aeschylus and Sophocles), and eventually 
collaborated writing pantomimes with John Rich 
at Drury Lane (though his work as a translator 
and dramatist was second rate at best).  His fame 
and contribution to English letters rests with his 
Shakespeare Restored (1726), a reaction to 
Alexander Pope’s 1725 edition of Shakespeare.  

In 1727 produced Double Falsehood; or The Distrest Lovers, which he claimed to 
have based on Cardenio, a lost play by Shakespeare.  Theobald was rewarded for 
his public rebuke of Pope by becoming the first hero of Pope’s The Dunciad in 
1728, and portrayed therein as a dusty, pedantic, and dull-witted scribe. 
 
Publishers and Publication Dates:  London:  Jacob Tonson, octavo, 7 
volumes.  Theobald produced his rival edition of Shakespeare for bookseller 
Jacob Tonson in 1733.  For the edition, Theobald worked with Bishop William 
Warburton, who later also published an edition of Shakespeare.   
 
Importance/Contents:  Theobald has been called “the first Shakespeare 
scholar”, carrying forward the task of collating the quartos.  His edition was far 
the best produced before 1750, becoming the cornerstone of all subsequent 
editions.  Among the improvements he made: 

• the edition was based on close study of 41 quartos, 28 of which preceded 
the First Folio 

• he also studied Shakespeare’s sources, particularly Holinshed’s Chronicles 
and North’s translation of Plutarch’s Lives 

• he was a particularly astute textual critic, providing emendations which 
have been adapted by a majority of modern editors 

• this was the first edition in which standards of classical scholarship were 
applied to an English work, with Theobald applying his extensive 
knowledge of Elizabethan literature and history 

• he corrected variants and chose from among the best texts, undoing many 
of the changes to the text that had been made by earlier 18th century 
editors 

• Edmund Malone’s later edition (the standard from which modern editors 
act) was built on Theobald’s 

 
Subsequent Editions:  None. 
 
 



Thomas Hanmer, 1743/44 
 
Brief Biography:  Thomas Hanmer (c. 1676-1746) left a political career that 
had carried him to the speakership of the House of Commons in 1715 to become 

an amateur scholar.  After the publication of his edition of 
Shakespeare, he too became the target of ridicule by Alexander 
Pope, who in his Dunciad lampoons him under the name 
Montalto.  Hanmer died in 1746, having married the Duchess of 
Grafton in 1697, becoming Sir Thomas Hanmer, 4th Baronet. 
 
Publishers and Publication Dates:  Hanmer’s Shakespeare 
(quarto, 6 volumes) was published at Oxford in 1743-44, with 
nearly forty illustrations engraved by Hubert Gravelot after 

Francis Hayman’s designs. 
 
Importance/Contents:  Hanmer’s edition of Shakespeare was largely 
dependent on earlier editions and marred by frequent arbitrary judgments, 
guesswork corrections, and ocassional omissions: 

• He used Alexander Pope’s text, correcting it by Lewis Theobald’s edition 
and his own intuitive judgment 

• William Warburton had entrusted Hanmer with the notes and 
emendations for his own projected edition, and claimed they had been 
used without authorization 

• The edition was valuable chiefly for the elegance of its illustrations and the 
quality of its print and binding, which were magnificent and caused its 
value to rise to nine guineas, when Warburton’s edition was going for 
eighteen shillings 

• His omissions included the courtship scene in Henry V, which he deemed 
ribald and unintelligible 

• However, there are some emendations of value that were made by Hanmer 
which have been accepted into later editions of Shakespeare 

 
Subsequent Editions:  Hanmer’s edition was reprinted in 1770. 
 
William Warburton, 1747 
 

Brief Biography:  A churchman who became bishop of 
Gloucester in 1759 (serving in that capacity until his death), 
William Warburton (1698-1779) wrote articles defending 
Alexander Pope’s work, and eventually became his friend and 
literary executor, editing his works in 1751.  He persuaded Pope 
to add a fourth book to the Dunciad, and encouraged him to 
substitute Colley Cibber for Theobald as the poem’s hero in the 
edition of 1743 published under Warburton’s editorship.  Not 

held in high regard as an editor, Warburton did make several significant textual 
emendations. 



 
Publishers and Publication Dates:  Warburton’s edition of Shakespeare was 
published in 8 octavo volumes in 1747. 
 
Importance/Contents:  As early as 1727, Warburton had corresponded with 
Lewis Theobald on Shakespearean subjects.  His edition is, once again, based on 
Alexander Pope’s text, and was stimulated by Sir Thomas Hanmer’s edition of 
1744: 

• He entrusted notes and emendations to Hanmer, whose unauthorized use 
of them led to a heated controversy (the origin of the Hanmer-Warburton 
dispute is obscure as is the degree of Warburton’s association with 
Hanmer) 

• In his preface, Warburton attacked both Theobald and Hanmer, although 
he incorporated material from the Theobald edition into his own 

• Theobald’s superiority to Warburton as a Shakespearean critic has long 
since been acknowledged 

• Warburton in turn was attacked by Thomas Edwards (1699-1757) in his 
Supplement to Mr. Warburton’s edition of Shakespeare (1747), reissued 
in the following year as The Canons of Criticism (the popularity of this 
controversy is attested to by the fact that Edwards’ book went through six 
editions during Warburton’s lifetime) 

 
Subsequent Editions:  None. 
 
Samuel Johnson, 1765 
 
Brief Biography:  Journalist and literary figure Samuel Johnson (1709-1784) 
has been described as arguably the most distinguished man of letters in English 

history.  Today he is remembered as a poet, essayist, 
lexicographer (compiler of the first complete dictionary of 
the English language in 1755), editor of Shakespeare’s 
works, biographer and critic.  He devoted most of his later 
life to conversation that was admirably set down by 
biographer James Boswell. 
 
Publishers and Publication Dates:  London:  Jacob 

Tonson, octavo, 8 volumes.  The Plays of William Shakespeare, in Eight 
Volumes…To which are added Notes by Sam. Johnson was published in October, 
1765 in a printing of one thousand copies.  The first edition quickly sold out, and 
a second was soon printed.   
 
Importance/Contents:  In any discussion of Shakespearean critics, Samuel 
Johnson deserves a distinguished place.  He felt that none of the earlier editors – 
Rowe, Pope, Theobald – had been satisfactory.  While they played the game of 
emendation, the text was still corrupt and there were many fascinating problems 
to be settled.  Although as a work of textual scholarship it was soon superseded by 
the work of George Steevens, Edmund Malone, and the later more rigorous 



scholars, Johnson’s edition has remained a high point in Shakespearean 
criticism.  It is largely because of his 68-page Preface, however, that Johnson 
takes his place among the major Shakespearean critics.  Some insist that the 
Preface is the best single long estimate of Shakespeare ever written.  Essentially, 
he sums up what seem to him to be the major considerations for the 18th century 
reader of Shakespeare. 

• Johnson’s revolutionary innovation was to create a set of corresponding 
notes that allowed readers to identify the meaning behind many of 
Shakespeare’s more complicated passages or ones that may have been 
transcribed incorrectly over time 

• Included within the notes are occasional attacks upon rival editors of 
Shakespeare’s works and their editions 

• Readers of his day were disappointed by the fact that Johnson refused to 
make extensive emendations in the text in the manner of his predecessors 

• Despite his unwillingness to change words or meanings, Johnson did 
consider punctuation and arrangement within his province, and made 
numerous minor alterations – inserting dashes and periods and removing 
excess commas and colons 

• Also added were some new stage directions, with the goal always being 
clarity and a version which could be easily read yet which also would be as 
close as possible to the original 

• His experience as a dictionary maker made Johnson expert in succinct, 
accurate explication 

• In his explanations of difficult passages, in his factual notes, and 
appreciative comments, Johnson always has something pertinent to say 

 
Subsequent Editions:  None. 
 
Edward Capell, 1768   
 
Brief Biography:  Born in Suffolk, Edward Capell (1713-1781) was appointed to 
the office of Deputy Inspector of Plays in 1737 (a position whose purpose was to 

control and censor what was being said about the British 
government trough theatre).  Appalled by the undisciplined 
emendations of Hanmer’s and Warburton’s editions of 
Shakespeare, he projected an entirely new edition, to be 
carefully collated with the original copies.  Spending years 
collecting and comparing scarce folio and quarto editions, he 
published his own edition in 10 volumes in 1768, with an 
introduction written in a style of extraordinary quaintness 
that was afterwards appended to Johnson’s and Steevens’s 

editions.  Capell published the first part of his commentary, which included notes 
on nine plays with a glossary, in 1774. This he afterwards recalled, and the 
publication of the complete work, Notes and Various Readings of Shakespeare 
(1779–1783), the third volume of which bears the title of The School of 
Shakespeare, was completed, under the superintendence of John Collins, in 1783, 



two years after the author's death. It contains the results of his unremitting labor 
for thirty years, and throws considerable light on the history of the times of 
Shakespeare, as well as on the sources from which he derived his plots. 
 
Publishers and Publication Dates:  Capell’s edition of Shakespeare was 
published in 10 octavo volumes in 1768.   
 
Importance/Contents:  As a textual critic Capell was singularly acute and his 
commentary is a valuable contribution to scholarship. 

• Capell was the first editor to exploit the Stationers’ Register (a record book 
maintained by the Stationers’ Company of London and a crucial resource 
for the Elizabethan era and the English Renaissance theatre). 

• Capell was also among the first editors to reference Francis Meres’s 
Palladis Tamia (1589), a commonplace book that was an important source 
for its critical account of the poems and early plays of Shakespeare. 

• Also important to Capell’s work were his pioneering references to Raphael 
Holinshed’s Chronicles (1577) and Sir Thomas North’s translation of 
Plutarch’s Parallel Lives (1579-1603). 

• Critic John Collins asserted that Steevens had stolen Capell's notes for his 
own edition, the story being that the printers had been bribed to show 
Steevens the sheets of Capell's edition while it was passing through the 
press. 

 
Subsequent Editions:  Capell’s edition passed through many editions (1768, 
1771, 1793, 1799, 1803, 1813). 
 
George Steevens, 1773 
 
Brief Biography:  Born Poplar (East London), George Steevens (1736-1800) 
was the son of a captain and later director of the East India Company.  He was 
educated at Eton College and at King’s College, Cambridge, where he remained 

from 1753-56.  Leaving the university without a degree, he 
settled in chambers at the Inner Temple, moving later to a 
house on Hampstead Heath, where he collected a valuable 
library, rich in Elizabethan literature.  He walked from 
Hampstead to London every morning before seven o'clock, 
discussed Shakespearian questions with his friend, Isaac 
Reed, and, after making his daily round of the booksellers 
shops, returned to Hampstead. He began his work as a 
Shakespearean editor with reprints of the quarto editions of 

Shakespeare's plays, entitled Twenty of the Plays of Shakespeare (1766). Samuel 
Johnson was impressed by this work, and suggested that Steevens should prepare 
a complete edition of Shakespeare. The result, known as Johnson's and 
Steevens's edition, was The Works of Shakespeare with the Corrections and 
Illustrations of Various Commentators (10 vols., 1773), Johnson's contributions 
to which were very slight.  This early attempt at a variorum edition was revised 
and reprinted in 1778, and further edited in 1785 by Reed; but in 1793 Steevens 



was persuaded by his jealousy of Edmond Malone to resume the task. The 
definitive result of his researches was embodied in an edition of fifteen volumes. 
He made changes in the text sometimes apparently with the sole object of 
showing how much abler he was as an emendator than Malone, but his wide 
knowledge of Elizabethan literature stood him in good stead.  His enthusiasm for 
this literature also led him to build an extraordinary collection, which also 
included a number of William Hogarth prints.  After his death in 1800, his library 
was sold, with a significant portion going to the British Museum.  For all 
Steevens’s scholarship, he earned the nickname “Puck of Commentators” for his 
mischievous pranks.  He also helped to expose some of the most notorious 
forgers of his era.  When Samuel Ireland announced that his son William Ireland 
had discovered a treasure trove of Shakespeare manuscripts. Steevens was quick 
to criticize the “discovery” and declare the Ireland editions to be forgeries. He 
also played an important part in exposing the Chatterton-Rowley forgeries. 
 
Publishers and Publication Dates:  Steevens’s edition of Shakespeare was 
ten volumes long and took six years to publish (1773).   
 
Importance/Contents:  Steevens employed Johnson’s text, but continued 
Capell’s trend of adding new material. 

• Though Samuel Johnson had contributed to the book only minimally, 
Steevens lionized his involvement to bolster sales. 

• The edition was received quite well, though later it was discovered that 
Steevens had borrowed generously from Edward Capell’s 1768 edition. 

 
Subsequent Editions:  Steevens revised and re-issued his edition in 1778; in 
1780 Edmond Malone added another 2 volumes that contained Shakespeare's 
non-dramatic poems and other material. Isaac Reed revised the Steevens edition 
again in 1785, and Steevens himself produced one final, 15-volume revision in 
1793.  Steevens's Shakespeare was re-issued by Reed in 1803, in 21 volumes, with 
additional notes left by Steevens. This, which is known as the first variorum 
edition, was reprinted in 1813. 
 
Edmond Malone, 1790 
 
Brief Biography:  Edmond Malone (1741-1812) was the son of Edmond 
Malone, an MP in the Irish House of Commons, and Catherine Collier.  He was 

an outstanding student at Trinity College, Dublin and at the 
Inner Temple, London. He returned to practice law in Ireland 
until he inherited a large sum of money in the mid-1770s and 
was able to establish himself as a gentleman scholar in London.  
Like Boswell he first met Samuel Johnson at the age of 22, 
being introduced to him by Edmund Southwell at some point in 
1764, and like Boswell he cultivated a friendship with Johnson 
until his death in 1784.  In the 1770s Malone embarked on the 
project that would make him famous, researching Shakespeare. 

In 1778 he was the first to publish a proposed and thorough chronology of 



Shakespeare's works, the "Attempt to ascertain the Order in which the Plays of 
Shakespeare were written" in the first volume of the Works of Shakespeare 
(1778), and in the following years he would edit or contribute to various works on 
Shakespeare.  His fame and authority as the foremost Shakespearean scholar was 
secured when in 1796 he published "An inquiry into the authenticity of certain 
miscellaneous papers and legal instruments published Dec 24 MDCCXCV and 
attributed to Shakspeare, Queen Elizabeth and Henry, Earl of Southampton", in 
which he exposed the forgeries of one William-Henry Ireland who had 
supposedly discovered (and made public) a large cache of old documents directly 
related to Shakespeare.  Malone worked for many years on a comprehensive Life 
of Shakespeare, but failed to complete it. After his death the manuscript was 
edited and expanded by his literary executor, James Boswell the younger, the son 
of his friend, James Boswell the biographer, and published in 1821 as a part of the 
so called Third Varioum edition of the Works of Shakespeare in 21 volumes.  
Today Malone is considered to be one of the major early Shakespearean scholars 
and is credited with taking Shakespearean scholarship to a new level. Some 
however, while acknowledging his major contribution to the field, criticize him 
for having instigated the practice of writing Shakespeare's biography through the 
interpretation of his works, which is heavily disputed. 
 
Publishers and Publication Dates:  Malone’s edition of Shakespeare was 
published in 10 octavo volumes in 1790.   
 
Importance/Contents:  The years from 1783 to 1790 were devoted to Malone's 
own edition of Shakespeare in multiple volumes, of which his essays on the 
history of the stage, his biography of Shakespeare, and his attack on the 
genuineness of the three parts of Henry VI, were especially valuable. His editorial 
work was lauded by Burke, criticized by Walpole and damned by Joseph Ritson. 
It certainly showed indefatigable research and proper respect for the text of the 
earlier editions. 

• Often considered the best of the century’s editors of Shakespeare, Malone 
wrote the first general consideration of English Renaissance theatre, 
utilizing resources like the records of the Master of the Revels and Edward 
Alleyn’s papers at Dulwich College. 

• Malone is also noted for his work on the problem of Shakespeare’s 
chronology. 

 
Subsequent Editions:  At the time of his death, Malone was at work on a new 
octavo edition of Shakespeare, and he left his material to James Boswell the 
younger; the result was the edition of 1821 generally known as the Third 
Variorum edition in twenty-one volumes. 
 
The 19th Century 
 
The early 19th century saw the first Variorum editions of Shakespeare's works, 
editions that collated and synthesized the efforts of the editors of the previous 
century: 



• 1803, the First Variorum edition, edited by Isaac Reed; 21 volumes. 
• 1813, the Second Variorum, a reprint of the First; 21 volumes. 
• 1821, the Third Variorum, edited by James Boswell; 21 volumes. 

 
These massive editions laid the foundation for modern textual scholarship on 
Shakespeare's works, and by extension on works of literature in general. In the 
19th century the text, drawn primarily from Malone and Steevens, was 
"monumentalized" in the Cambridge edition (1863-6) and its single-volume 
companion, the Globe edition (1864). It was followed by the New Cambridge 
edition in 1921, and all modern standard editions inherit primarily from this 
edition. 
 
As for the personalities involved: some of these men were friends, like Steevens, 
Reed, and Malone; acquaintances called them the Shakespeare Gang. Others 
nourished spirits of competitiveness and resentment. Pope made Theobald the 
first hero of The Dunciad. Warburton belittled Rowe's "Account of the Life" of 
Shakespeare — but he reprinted it in his own edition, without change or 
improvement. Despite his friendship with Malone and Reed, Steevens was 
famous for his irascibility; in notes to his 1793 edition of Shakespeare, he 
concocted obscene interpretations of some passages and attributed those 
readings to people he didn't like. 
 
The next major edition, the Cambridge Shakespeare (1863–66), moved away 
from the practice of a single editor following his own sometimes capricious 
instincts and judgments. The first volume of the Cambridge Shakespeare was 
edited by William George Clark and John Glover, and the subsequent eight 
volumes by Clark and William Aldis Wright. Clark and Wright also produced the 
single-volume Globe Shakespeare (1864) using their Cambridge texts; together, 
these became the standard for the remainder of the century. 
 
The most radical edition in the twentieth century was the Oxford Shakespeare, 
prepared under the general editorship of Stanley Wells and Gary Taylor. It aims 
to present the texts as they were originally performed, which results in numerous 
controversial choices, including presenting multiple texts of King Lear, a text of 
Hamlet in which the scenes presumably cut by Shakespeare are relegated to an 
appendix, and an emphasis on the collaborative nature of several of the plays. 
 


