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The plays: On stage and in print
The next mention of Shakespeare comes in 1592 by
a university wit named Robert Greene when Shake-
speare apparently was already a rising actor and play-
wright for the London stage. Greene, no longer a
successful playwright, tried to warn other university
wits about Shakespeare. He wrote:

For there is an upstart crow, beautified with our feathers,
that with bis “Tigers heart wrapped in a player’s
hide” supposes he is as well able to bombast out a
blank verse as-the best of you, and, being an absolute
Johannes Factotum, is in his own conceit the only

Shake-scene in a country.

This statement comes at a point in time when
men without a university education, like Shake-
speare, were starting to compete as dramatists with
the university wits. As many critics have pointed out,
Greene’s statement recalls a line from 3 Henry VI,
which reads, “O tiger’s heart wrapped in a woman’s
hide!” (I.4.137). Greene’s remark does not indicate
that Shakespeare was generally disliked. On the con-
trary, another university wit, Thomas Nashe, wrote
of the great theatrical success of Henry VI, and Henry
Chettle, Greene’s publisher, later printed a flattering
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apology to Shakespeare.
What Greene’s statement
does show us is that Shake-
speare’s  reputation for
poetry had enough promi-
nence to provoke the envy

of a failing competitor.
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In the following year,
1593, the government
closed London’s theatres due
' to an outbreak of the
i bubonic plague. Publicat'{on
i history suggests that during
‘.i’ this closure, Shakespeare
il! . may have written his two R .
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narrative poems, Venus and LO ND N;V
Adonis, published in 1593,
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A ground plan of London after the fire of 1666, drawn by Marcus Willemsz Doornik.
Guildhall Library, London/AKG, Berlin/SuperStock

published in 1594. These
are the only.two works that _
Shakespeare seems to have helped into pring; each
carries a dedication by Shakespeare to Henry Wrio-
thesley, Earl of Southampton.

Stage success

When the theatres reopened in 1594, Shakespeare
‘oined the Lord Chamberlain’s Men, an acting com-
pany. Though uncertain about the history of his early
dramatic works, scholars believe that by this point
he had written The Two Gentlemen of Verona, The
Taming of the Shrew, the Henry VI trilogy, and Titus
Andyonicus. During his early years in the theatre, he
primarily wrote history plays, with his romantic
comedies emerging in the 1590s. Even at this early
stage in his career, Shakespeare was a success. In
1597, he was able to purchase New Place, one of the
two largest houses in Stratford, and secure a coat of
arms for his family.

In 1597, the lease expired on the Lord Cham-
berlain’s playhouse, called The Theatre. Because the
owner of The Theatre refused to renew the lease, the
acting company was forced to perform at various

playhouses until the 1599 opening of the now
famous Globe theatre, which was literally built with’
lumber from The Theatre. (The Globe, later
destroyed by fire, has recently been reconstructed in
London and can be visited today.)

Recent scholars suggest that Shakespeare’s great
tragedy Julius Caesar may have been the first of
Shakespeare’s plays performed in the original Globe
theatre. When this open-air theatre on the Thames
River opened, financial papers list Shakespeare’s
name as one of the principal investors. Already an
actor and a playwright, Shakespeare was now becom-
ing a “Company Man.” This new status allowed him
to share in the profits of the theatre rather than
merely getting paid for his plays, some of which pub-
lishers were beginning to release in quarto format.

Publications

A guarto was a small, inexpensive book typically used
for leisure books such as plays; the term itself indi-
cates that the printer folded the paper four times.
The modern day equivalent of a quarto would be a
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* paperback. In contrast, the first collected works of
Shakespeare were in folio format, which means that
the printer folded each sheet only once. Scholars call
the collected edition of Shakespeare’s works the First
Folio. A folio was a larger and more prestigious book
than a quarto, and printers generally reserved the for-
mat for works such as the Bible.

No evidence exists that Shakespeare participated
in the publication of any of his plays. Members of
Shakespeare’s acting company printed the First Folio
seven years after Shakespeare’s death. Generally, play-
wrights wrote their works to be performed on stage,
and publishing them was an innovation at the time.
Shakespeare probably would not have thought of
them as books in the way we do. In fact, as a princi-
pal investor in the acting company (which purchased
the play as well as the exclusive right to perform it),
he may not have even thought of them as his own.
He probably would have thought of his plays as
belonging to the company.

For this reason, scholars have generally charac-
terized most quartos printed before the First Folio as
“bad” by arguing that printers pirated the plays and
published them illegally. How would a printer have
received a pirated copy of a play? The theories range
from someone stealing a copy to an actor (or actors)
selling the play by relating it from memory to a
printer. Many times, major differences exist berween
a quarto version of the play and a folio version, caus-
ing uncertainty about which is Shakespeare’s true cre-
ation. Hamlet, for example, is almost twice as long
in the Folio as in quarto versions. Recently, scholars
have come to realize the value of the different ver-
sions. The Norton Shakespeare, for example, includes
all three versions of King Lear — the quarto, the
folio, and the conflated version (the combination of
the quarto and folio).




