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ON EARLY MODERN EDITIONS of SHAKESPEARE’S PLAYS 
 

Maria Fahey 
 
Any editor who prepares a Shakespeare play for publication makes a number of decisions about how to 
transform the earliest surviving copies of the play into a modern edition.  None of Shakespeare’s 
handwritten play manuscripts has survived, and, as far as anyone knows, Shakespeare was not involved 
in the publication of his plays.  During Shakespeare’s lifetime some of his individual plays were published 
in small books called “quartos.”  After Shakespeare’s death, his collected plays were published in a large 
book called a “folio.”  The first edition of his collected plays, published in 1623 and entitled Mr. William 
Shakespeares Comedies, Histories, & Tragedies, is now called the “First Folio.”   
 
If you are studying a particular speech or scene in a Shakespeare play, looking at how it was published in 
the First Folio and any available quarto can be illuminating.  What follows is an introduction, in six parts, 
to how early editions of Shakespeare’s plays can expand your choices for interpretation and 
performance. 
 

1. Online Facsimiles of Early Editions 
 

2. First Folio vs. Modern Editions 
 

3. Quartos vs. First Folio 
 

4. Early Modern vs. Modern Printing 
 

5. Stage Directions in Early Texts 
 

6. Variations in Early Texts 
 

7. Ambiguous Words in Early Texts 
 
 

ONLINE FACSIMILES of EARLY EDITIONS 
 
If you are studying a particular speech or scene in a Shakespeare play, looking at how it was published in 
the First Folio and any available quarto can be illuminating.  Happily, facsimiles of the earliest editions of 
Shakespeare’s plays are now available online.  Here are some of the websites where you can find them: 
 

The Bodleian First Folio 
 
The British Library Treasures in Full: Shakespeare in Quarto 

 
The Folger Library Digital Image Collection “LUNA” 
 
The Folger Shakespeare Library First Folio Image Collection  
 
Internet Shakespeare Editions  

 

http://www.mariafranziskafahey.com/
https://firstfolio.bodleian.ox.ac.uk/downloads.html
https://www.bl.uk/Treasures/SiqDiscovery/UI/search.aspx
https://luna.folger.edu/luna/servlet/
https://luna.folger.edu/luna/servlet/FOLGER%7E1%7E1
https://internetshakespeare.uvic.ca/Library/facsimile/
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FIRST FOLIO vs. MODERN EDITIONS 
 
Below is the first scene of Macbeth as presented in the Folger Shakespeare Library online edition and in 
the First Folio.  As you can see, modern editions update spelling and punctuation to fit contemporary 
publishing practices, and they include line numbers.  Editors sometimes add stage directions not in the 
First Folio or early quartos, and they include notes that explain selected words and phrases.  The 
information provided in a modern edition of a Shakespeare play, drawn from years of scholarship, is 
enormously helpful.  The information also is inevitably from the point of view of a particular scholar.  
There are times when you might like to look for yourself at the raw material of the early texts from 
which an editor has produced the modern edition you are reading. 
 
 
Macbeth Act 1, Scene 1 in Folger (2015) 
   
 

 

Macbeth Act 1, Scene 1 in First Folio (1623) 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
  

http://www.mariafranziskafahey.com/
https://www.folger.edu/explore/shakespeares-works/macbeth/read/1/1/
https://luna.folger.edu/luna/servlet/view/search?search=SUBMIT&cat=0&q=Call_Number%3D%22STC%2022273%20Fo.1%20no.68%22%20AND%20Special_Instructions%3D%22Macbeth%22%20LIMIT%3AFOLGERCM1%7E6%7E6&QuickSearchA=QuickSearchA&sort=MPSORTORDER1%2CCall_Number%2CCD_Title%2CImprint&pgs=250&res=2&cic=FOLGERCM1%7E6%7E6
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QUARTOS vs. FIRST FOLIO 
 
The only existing early publication of Macbeth is in the First Folio.  When a play, like Hamlet, exists in an 
early quarto or two in addition to the Folio, a modern editor must choose from among the variations in 
the early texts of the plays.  Consider Hamlet’s famous soliloquy as published in the three earliest 
existing editions of Hamlet, printed below.  (Most modern editors base their edition of Hamlet on the 
1604 Quarto and the First Folio.) 
 
 
The 1603 Quarto  (The First 
Quarto or “Q1”) 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The 1604 Quarto (The 
Second Quarto or “Q2”) 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 

The 1623 Folio (“The First 
Folio” or “F1”) 
 

 

 
 
  

http://www.mariafranziskafahey.com/
https://www.bl.uk/Treasures/SiqDiscovery/UI/record.aspx?Source=text&LHCopy=0&LHPage=0&RHCopy=0&RHPage=1)
https://www.bl.uk/Treasures/SiqDiscovery/UI/record.aspx?Source=text&LHCopy=0&LHPage=0&RHCopy=0&RHPage=1)
https://www.bl.uk/Treasures/SiqDiscovery/UI/record.aspx?Source=text&LHCopy=93&LHPage=0&RHCopy=93&RHPage=1)
https://www.bl.uk/Treasures/SiqDiscovery/UI/record.aspx?Source=text&LHCopy=93&LHPage=0&RHCopy=93&RHPage=1)
https://firstfolio.bodleian.ox.ac.uk/download/pdfs/F-ham.pdf
https://firstfolio.bodleian.ox.ac.uk/download/pdfs/F-ham.pdf
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EARLY MODERN vs. MODERN PRINTING 
 
When you compare the facsimiles of the early modern texts of a Shakespeare play to the modern 
edition you are reading, you will notice a number of differences that might, at first, make reading the 
early texts a bit confusing: 
 

• Spelling was not yet standardized.  Notice “to die” and “puzzles” in the 1603 Quarto, the 1604 
Quarto, and the 1623 Folio publications of Hamlet: 

 

       
 

   
 
 

• Nouns are sometimes capitalized, whether or not they are proper nouns.  Notice “whips” and 
“scorns” in the 1623 Folio: 

 

 
 
 

• Early Modern English included the “long s,” a letter no longer used, that looks confusingly like 
the letter “f.”  Notice “sleep,” “suffer,” and “question” in the 1604 Quarto of Hamlet: 
 

     
 
 

Notice that the cross bar of an “f” is drawn completely through the stem of the letter.  You can 
see this above in “suffer” and below in “fortune,” “life,” and “from.   
 

       
 
 

• Our letter “J” was often printed as “I” (and “j” as “i”). Notice “Judge” in the 1603 Quarto: 
 

 
 
 

• “U” and “V” were not yet distinct letters.  Our letter “U” was printed as “V” (and “u” as “v”) 
when at the start of a word.  Notice “Love,” “Must give us,” “under,” and “undiscovered” in the 
1623 Folio: 

 

         
 
 
 
  

http://www.mariafranziskafahey.com/
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STAGE DIRECTIONS in EARLY TEXTS 
 
When staging or analyzing a scene, you can check to see what stage directions, if any, are included in the 
early texts and how they compare to those in your modern edition.   
 
In his first line in the play, Hamlet responds to his uncle, King Claudius, who has recently married 
Hamlet’s mother and, thus, become his stepfather.  When Claudius addresses Hamlet as “my cousin” 
and “now my son,” Hamlet remarks, “A little more than kin, and less than kind” (1.2.64-65).  Although 
no stage direction is included in any of the early texts, many editors mark Hamlet’s response as an 
“aside.”  Hamlet certainly might say this line “aside,” but he also might say it directly to Claudius.  How 
and to whom do you imagine Hamlet says his first line in the play? 
 

 
Here is Hamlet’s response as published in the 2020 Folger Shakespeare Library edition of the 
play.  (The half brackets ( ⌜ ⌝ ) enclosing “aside” indicate that the stage direction has been 
added by the editor.) 
 

 
 
 
Here it is as printed in the 1603 Quarto: 
 

 
 
 
And here it is in the 1623 First Folio: 
 

 
 
 

When staging or analyzing a scene, seeing what stage directions, if any, are included in the early texts 
can open up possibilities.  Although many modern editions enclose stage directions added by the editor 
in brackets, half-brackets, or parentheses, not all modern editions follow this convention.  Looking at 
facsimiles of the early texts lets you see for yourself what stage directions are included and gives you a 
fuller range of interpretative choices as you read, analyze, and perform the plays. 
 
 

http://www.mariafranziskafahey.com/
https://www.folger.edu/explore/shakespeares-works/hamlet/read/#line-1.2.67
https://internetshakespeare.uvic.ca/Library/facsimile/book/BL_Q2_Ham/10/index.html%3Fzoom=500.html
https://internetshakespeare.uvic.ca/Library/facsimile/book/SLNSW_F1/762/index.html%3Fzoom=850.html
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VARIATIONS in EARLY TEXTS 
 

When a Shakespeare play exists in the Folio and an early quarto, you can consult the facsimiles to see 
what variations exist.  (Although some modern scholarly editions provide notes about textual variations, 
many editions do not.) 
 
Here, for instance, is Othello’s final speech in the 1623 Folio and the 1622 Quarto publication of Othello.  
You will notice: 
 

• In the Folio Othello compares himself to the “base Judean.” (“Base” is spelled with the obsolete 
“long s,” and J is printed with the letter “I.”) 

 

 
 

• In the Quarto he compares himself to the “base Indian.”  
 

 
 
 
1623 First Folio Othello 
 

 
 

 
 
1622 Quarto 1 Othello 
 

 

 
 

 
Modern editors have to choose one of these variations—base Judean or base Indian—for their edition 
of the play.  How does the difference affect your understanding of Othello’s sense of himself?  Which 
analogy do you imagine Othello would make before he takes his own life?  And what do these analogies 
reveal about the culture of Early Modern England?  

http://www.mariafranziskafahey.com/
https://luna.folger.edu/luna/servlet/detail/FOLGERCM1%7E6%7E6%7E319423%7E125625:-Works--1623--Mr--William-Shakespea%3Fsort%3DMPSORTORDER1%252CCall_Number%252CCD_Title%252CImprint?qvq=q:Call_Number%3D%22STC%2022273%20Fo.1%20no.68%22%20AND%20Special_Instructions%3D%22Othello%22%20;sort:MPSORTORDER1%2CCall_Number%2CCD_Title%2CImprint;lc:FOLGERCM1%7E6%7E6&mi=14&trs=15
https://luna.folger.edu/luna/servlet/detail/FOLGERCM1%7E6%7E6%7E135190%7E108138:-Othello--The-trag%25C5%2593dy-of-Othello%2C-t%3Fsort%3Dcall_number%252Cauthor%252Ccd_title%252Cimprint?qvq=q:call_number%3D%22STC%2022305%20Copy%201%22%20;sort:call_number%2Cauthor%2Ccd_title%2Cimprint;lc:FOLGERCM1%7E6%7E6&mi=50&trs=58
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AMBIGUOUS WORDS in EARLY TEXTS 
 

The Weïrd—Weyard, Weyward, Wayward—Sisters and a Wayward Son 
 
The earliest existing text of Macbeth is in the First Folio; there are no existing early quartos of the play.  
Before the very first scene of the play, the Folio prints the stage direction, “Enter three witches.”  (See 
page 2.)  But the word “witch” appears only twice in the dialogue of the play: the “First Witch” quotes 
the sailor’s wife who shooed her away by saying, “Aroint thee, witch” (1.3.4), and the “Third Witch” lists 
“Witch’s mummy” as among the ingredients added to their cauldron (4.1.22).  Elsewhere in the 
dialogue, the “witches” are called the “weyward Sisters,” the “weyard Sisters,” or the “weyard Women.”  
Some modern editions, like the Folger, print “weïrd” wherever the Folio prints “weyward” or “weyard.”  
(The spelling “weird” does not appear in the Folio.) Other modern editions print “wayward” where the 
Folio prints “weyward.”  
 
Below are the places in the Folio where the sisters are called “weyward” or “weyard” and where 
Macbeth is called “wayward.” (These phrases have been highlighted.) 
 
The sisters dance before they meet Macbeth 
(1.3.32-38): 
 

 
 
 
Lady Macbeth reads the letter from Macbeth 
(1.5.1-14): 
 

 
 
Banquo speaks to Macbeth (2.1.23-26): 
 

 

 
Banquo contemplates Macbeth’s becoming king 
(3.1.1-3): 
 

 
 
 
Macbeth plans to visit the sisters (3.4.164-68): 
 

 
 
 
Macbeth asks Lennox if he saw the sisters 
(4.1.155): 
 

 
 
 
Hecate scolds the sisters (3.5.10-14): 
 

 
 

 

http://www.mariafranziskafahey.com/
https://luna.folger.edu/luna/servlet/view/search?search=SUBMIT&cat=0&q=Call_Number%3D%22STC%2022273%20Fo.1%20no.68%22%20AND%20Special_Instructions%3D%22Macbeth%22%20LIMIT%3AFOLGERCM1%7E6%7E6&QuickSearchA=QuickSearchA&sort=MPSORTORDER1%2CCall_Number%2CCD_Title%2CImprint&pgs=250&res=2&cic=FOLGERCM1%7E6%7E6
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How does the printing of weyard, weyward, and wayward in the First Folio and the forms and meanings 
these words outlined in the Oxford English Dictionary enrich or complicate your understanding of 
Macbeth’s witches?  How might noticing the closer relation between “weird” and “wayward” in early 
modern spelling and pronunciation affect your understanding of the nature of the sisters?  What new 
questions and ideas emerge about the place of the prophetic sisters in Macbeth’s Scotland?   
 
Here are the online OED’s definitions for the adjective “weird” that pertain to people (1, 2a).  Notice 
that “weyward” is listed as a form of “weird.” 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 
 
And here are the online OED’s definitions for “wayward” that pertain to people (1a and 1c).  Notice that 
“weyward” is listed as a form of “wayward.” 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 

http://www.mariafranziskafahey.com/

