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way to do so involves, surprisingly enough, the fi eld 
of textual scholarship and editing. 

Graduate school introduced me to the seem-
ingly erudite realm of textual scholarship. And this 
timing felt appropriate, as the fi eld seemed rightly 
the purveyance only of specialists and professional 
students. Of what use, after all, could the issues be 
to the undergraduate, let alone the high school stu-
dent? So while my fascination with the fi eld grew, I 
never considered using this knowledge in the high 
school classroom. In The Bedford Companion to Shake-
speare, Russ McDonald provides a brief, engaging, 
and effective overview of textual issues that stresses 
their importance in developing a solid knowledge 
and understanding of the plays; yet he concedes in 
the end that the “problems of textual transmission 
can seem absurdly pedantic” (210). Despite both my 
early impressions and the real potential for seem-
ingly absurd pedantry, however, I have found that 
far from being an irrelevant side note, for high school 
students the fi eld of textual editing can provide a 
fascinating and dynamic introduction to study of 
the plays. Highlighting some key issues that con-
front textual scholars can lead the student to more 
committed and passionate reading, closer attention 
to Shakespeare’s language, deepened appreciation 
for collaboration and performance, and greater abil-
ity to dwell in ambiguity and open-endedness.

Traditionally, some minor attention has been 
given to these matters in the high school classroom. 
It is somewhat common, for instance, to bring to 
students’ attention some of the classic and enter-
taining bits of a play’s textual history. Consider 
Macbeth, of which Stanley Wells writes that “we 

ecent studies of Shakespeare envi-
sion early modern dramatic practice 
as a highly fl uid form, undergoing 
rapid and ceaseless change from 

draft to performance to printed editions. In his “Gen-
eral Introduction” to The Norton Shakespeare, Stephen 
Greenblatt writes that the “Elizabethan theater, like 
most theater in our own time, was a collaborative en-
terprise, and the collaboration almost certainly ex-
tended to decisions about selection, trimming, shifts 
of emphasis, and minor or major revision” (67). As 
classroom teachers, we can take from this now gener-
ally accepted picture a promising model for our class-
rooms as students engage with Shakespeare: a dy-
namic community of writers, performers, editors, all 
of whom clearly envision themselves operating in the 
service of a real audience. If we accept Greenblatt’s 
assertion that the “art of the playwright is thoroughly 
dependent on the craft of go-betweens,” then stu-
dents can only benefi t from joining that community 
of “go-betweens” (72). 

Mary Janell Metzger in English Journal la-
mented the absence of these qualities in high school 
classrooms, stating that “[w]hat is missing for these 
students, I believe, is a communal experience in 
which the possibilities consequent upon consider-
ing the irresolvable questions of the nature of 
Shakespeare’s work are explored” (26). The instruc-
tor, then, must fi nd methods of addressing and re-
versing what Metzger describes as a “lack of inquiry, 
of open-ended discussion rooted in the knowledge 
of the text” (23). We must turn the passive student-
reader and test-taker into an active participant in 
the dramatic process. One exciting and effective 
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of the fi rst production issues that confronts any 
drama group concerns which edition, among com-
peting texts of the same play, it should use. 

Another fundamental reason for exposing tex-
tual uncertainty to students is a not-to-be-overlooked 
(but often dismissed) ethical dilemma. Should we, in 
short, encourage false ideas about what, exactly, a text 
of Shakespeare is? Greenblatt provides this nice pré-
cis: “Every Shakespeare text, from the fi rst that was 
published to the most recent, has been edited: it has 
come into print by means of a tangled social process 
and inevitably exists at some remove from the au-
thor” (“General” 71). This kind of statement does not 
represent academic folly from which we should pro-
tect our students. In the Macbeth example cited above, 
for instance, we see the textual instability in dynamic 
form, for we are reading not only Shakespeare but 
(likely) Thomas Middleton as well, while also learn-
ing about the infl uence of audience taste—all the 
while being guided by the selection process of an edi-
tor who in some cases may be using late emendations 
to the text, ones that Shakespeare may have written 
but ones that could also have been composed or sug-
gested by someone else in his acting company. That 
sounds bewildering and can be. The reward, though, 
can be even greater as we and our students can take 
from this kind of complexity not defeat or dismissal 
but the fascinating understanding that the text we 
read when we read Shakespeare represents the collec-
tive product of an expansive and still-growing com-
munity of writers, performers, and editors. We may 
use that model for our English classrooms as we read, 
discuss, and interpret Shakespeare, an author we 
ought never to read divorced from performance.

II

To see what benefi ts this kind of study might yield, 
let us present some key textual issues and discrep-
ancies in classroom study of Hamlet. To a signifi cant 
degree, Hamlet hinges on the visitations the ghost 
of King Hamlet makes to his son. And much of the 
play’s initial atmosphere of uncertainty and unease 
can be felt in the opening line, “Who’s there?” 
(1.1.1), spoken by the sentinel Barnardo, who has 
witnessed the to-this-point silent and mysterious 
ghost two nights running and anticipates a third 
haunting this evening. The line also hints at the 
probing questions of identity and meaning that 

cannot hope to recover the text as originally per-
formed” (Wells and Taylor 543). Scholars of the text 
generally agree that the play was revised and in-
cludes lines (and perhaps even an entire scene) not 
written by Shakespeare. Thomas Middleton is be-
lieved to be the author of the additional lines.1 That 
the text we tend to read likely includes passages not 
written by Shakespeare can pique the interest of a 
curious student. Furthermore, this instance of tex-
tual instability gives some insight into the mindset 
of the early modern playgoer. Watching Shake-
speare’s delightfully disturbing drama of power, 
psychosis, and the paranormal, audiences were 
drawn to the witches. Evidence strongly suggests 
that someone (Middleton, likely) decided to satisfy 
the audiences’ cravings for the supernatural by 
scripting more lines for the witches. When we un-
derstand this evolution of Macbeth, we better grasp 
the ways in which Elizabethan drama was a living 
art. This understanding proves crucial because our 
readings of the plays greatly benefi t from reading 
them within the context of performance. And one 

Second Quarto, title page. William Shakespeare. The tragicall historie of 
Hamlet, Prince of Denmarke. London, 1604. Folger Shakespeare Library.
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students also learn something about their own es-
thetic preferences and the reasons for them. That 
should encourage us.

To extend the activity, move to another fertile 
variant—the “solid” versus “sallied” controversy in 
the competing texts of the fi rst soliloquy, found in 
both texts at 1.2.129–30.5 Here are the variants. 
From the Second Quarto6:

O that this too too sallied fl esh would melt,
 Thaw, and resolve itself into a dew!

From the First Folio:

O that this too too solid fl esh would melt,
 Thaw, and resolve itself into a dew,

In the “To be or not to be” example above, all 
scholars agree that the First Quarto text is fl awed; no 
text read or performed today presents it. But on this 
variant in the fi rst soliloquy there exists no defi nitive 
scholarly agreement; passionate arguments abound 
in favor of both. Make students aware of the uncer-
tainty, as doing so will highlight that they will be 
asserting preference on an unresolved question. Read 
both these versions to the class, glossing for them 
that the word sallied is a variant spelling of sullied 
and providing as well a defi nition if no student can 
do so for you. Next, dispatch the students into small 
groups; each group should independently (with in-
structor consultation, if necessary) work through the 
entire soliloquy until each person feels comfortable 
with its meaning and then write up a brief rationale 
explaining which of the two variants they prefer and 
why. Some will prefer sullied and argue for its suit-
ability in relation to the remaining lines of the solilo-
quy, which here begin to fi xate on what Hamlet sees 
as the seeming moral corruptness of his mother’s 
overhasty remarriage. Others will opt for solid due to 
the way it fi ts so well with the metaphor of melting. 

A substantive class discussion should follow. 
The point here, though, is not argument or debate 
between two positions but rather, as Ron Rosen-
baum puts it, “to spend time in teasing out the im-
plications of each variant” (144). Concentrating on 
the one-word variant in this way can help elucidate 
the entire soliloquy. The further benefi t is that the 
class need not depend on the instructor to direct 
student attention to operative themes or artifi ces of 
language such as metaphor; rather, the students 
may be able to discover such things themselves, and 

later perplex Hamlet. Greenblatt writes of the fas-
cinating ways that this opening question “can be 
turned back on the play itself” (Introduction, 1659). 
Who, for instance, he suggests we ask, is the ghost? 
What does Gertrude know of King Hamlet’s mur-
der? Does Hamlet really love Ophelia? Extending 
the question a bit further, we ought also to ask the 
question of/to the text because it houses more than 
Shakespeare. Indeed, it is a kind of nexus in which 
we can perceive traces strong and faint not only of 
the author but also of typesetters, compositors, ac-
tors, editors, censors, and others. 

For a vivid example, print out and present to 
the class the following two versions of Hamlet’s 
most famous soliloquy. From the First Quarto,2 we 
have these lines:

To be, or not to be, I there’s the point,
 To die, to sleepe, is that all? I, all:
 No, to sleepe, to dreame, I, mary, there it goes, 

(3.1.55–57)3

And from the First Folio4:

To be or not to be, that is the question:
 Whether tis nobler in the mind to suffer
 The slings and arrows of outrageous fortune,
 Or take arms against a sea of troubles,
 And by opposing end them: to die, to sleep
 No more; and by a sleep to say we end
 The heart-ache. (3.1.58–64)

After reading the variants, explain that both 
versions have been published and presented to a 
reading public as the work of Shakespeare. Ask 
them then to decide which of the two beginnings to 
the soliloquy they think represents what Shake-
speare actually wrote and explain their rationale. 

Most students will likely opt for the latter, 
and reasons will vary. Some will pick it because 
they’ve heard it before; others may just go for the 
more wordy of the two. Some will prefer the poetic 
quality of the Folio. I did have one student, how-
ever, who picked the First Quarto version. For him, 
these lines felt more passionate and immediate and 
therefore suitably abrupt. His answer is encourag-
ing because—and this is the key—he had crafted a 
cogent argument, with a rationale and support, for 
his choice. The student, then, has engaged with the 
text on a deeply critical level, citing and thinking 
in depth about the language, the effects it creates, 
the different shades of its meanings. In doing so, 
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however, we adopt the Folio reading and “your phi-
losophy” becomes “our philosophy,” then we see that 
Hamlet himself may be trying still to resolve the 
discord between the visitation by his father’s ghost 
and his own prior learning or “philosophy.” Ham-
let’s use of “our philosophy” suggests that he, like 
Horatio, is still uncertain and awed by seeing the 
ghost, a supernatural phenomenon that his philoso-
phy would prior to now have deemed impossible. In 
such a state of “fear and wonder,” Hamlet might be 
in general a less forceful, decisive person. Whether 
this variant be the result of a typographical error at 
some point in the text’s transmission or a deliberate 
revision by the author, students can enjoy discussing 
at this pivotal point in the play the manifest ways in 
which the one-letter difference in one word can alter 
our sense of character.

In working through the play, it can be pro-
ductive for students to work in groups, reading 

there naturally will evolve a focused and probing 
discussion around their inquiry. 

This kind of learning (and ownership of learn-
ing) can only emerge from a locus of doubt, the 

kind of uncertainty that 
Metzger champions. In his 
“Note on the Text” for Othello 
in The Riverside Shakespeare, 
Frank Kermode briefl y dis-
cusses the vast amount of tex-
tual variance between editions 
of the play,7 making clear that 
while many compelling argu-
ments have been made in favor 
of one text or another, none 
can be deemed defi nitive or 

without diffi culty. Unable to fi nd textual terra 
fi rma, where, Kermode asks, “does an editor of 
Othello stand? Not fi rmly or happily!” (1288). As 
the Hamlet exercise above indicates, students can 
learn to be comfortable with these variants and to 
negotiate their way through ambiguity and uncer-
tainty. Students are here preparing for what they 
will be called on to do in the college classroom: for-
mulating informed theories in areas of irresolvable 
academic uncertainty.

III

From here, once the play has been fully introduced 
and the thorough reading is to begin, the issue of 
textual variation is something to which you may 
wish occasionally to return. In act 1, scene 5, for 
instance, we fi nd the fascinating “you” vs. “our” 
variant as Hamlet and his companions digest the 
import of the ghost. Here are the vying passages 
from the second Quarto and the First Folio:

There are more things in heaven and earth, Horatio,
 Than are dreamt of in your philosophy. (Q2 

1.4.166–67)

 There are more things in heaven and earth, 
Horatio,

 Than are dreamt of in our philosophy. (F1 
1.5.167–68)

The fi rst variant perhaps portrays a more con-
fi dent Hamlet in his comment to Horatio, his fel-
low scholar and friend. He asserts that Horatio’s 
philosophy—unlike, perhaps, Hamlet’s own—does 
not account for all phenomena (such as ghosts). If, 

Students are here 

preparing for what they 

will be called on to do in 

the college classroom: 

formulating informed 

theories in areas of 

irresolvable academic 

uncertainty.

First Quarto. William Shakespeare. The tragicall historie of Hamlet, 
Prince of Denmarke. London, 1603. From Wikipedia, http://en
.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hamlet. Used by permission under the Creative 
Commons Attribution/Share-Alike License.
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tant at least to try to bring the news of the problem, 
and the implications of the various solutions, to the 
attention of a wider audience” (127). We can do so 
in our high school classrooms. 

Notes

1. See the textual notes in The Riverside Shakespeare or 
The Norton Shakespeare for brief commentary arguing the 
merits of this assignation.

2. The text is generally thought to be a reconstruc-
tion from actor memory. William Shakespeare: A Textual 
Companion contains a thorough overview of this textual 
history.

3. Taken from the textual notes of Hamlet in The 
Riverside Shakespeare, edited by G. Blakemore Evans et al. 
(Boston: Houghton, 1974). 1239.

4. All citations of the First Folio are from The Norton 
Shakespeare.

5. Reference the introductions and textual discus-
sions in the Riverside and Norton anthologies for brief exam-
ples. If you are inclined to more exhaustive study, consult 
Stanley Wells and Gary Taylor’s William Shakespeare: A Tex-
tual Companion.

6. All citations of the Second Quarto come from The 
Riverside Shakespeare.

7. These include, he explains, “more than a thou-
sand verbal variants between the two texts [First Folio and 
First Quarto]” and “about 160 lines found only in F1 and 
some thirteen lines or part-lines unique to Q1” (1288).

8. The Norton Shakespeare is a useful text here because 
it includes all the variant passages, indenting and italiciz-
ing them for easy reference.
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through and explicating scenes together and pre-
paring a performance for class. As they do so, point 
out to them some of the longer passages that exist 
in the Second Quarto but not the First Folio, pas-
sages that each group will need to decide to use or 
discard and then be able to defend its choices. For 
instance, lines 17–38 in act 1, scene 4, of Q2 pro-
vide a supple example. Because these lines deal with 
Hamlet’s moral disgust over the new king’s (new 
father’s) behavior (his “heavy-headed revel”), the 
class discussion of each group’s editorial choice can 
be tied back to the introductory activity concerning 
solid versus sallied, when many will have preferred 
the way that sullied highlighted Hamlet’s sense of 
the rottenness brewing in Denmark. Since the First 
Folio cuts 230 lines from the Second Quarto and 
contains 80 additional lines not in the Second 
Quarto, opportunities abound for this kind of prac-
tice.8 Indeed, “Gary Taylor stresses that the omis-
sion of Hamlet’s fi nal soliloquy from the fourth act 
makes the Folio a different play” altogether (Rosen-
baum 50). And many other more subtle variants, 
such as “softly” vs. “safely” (4.4.9 in both versions), 
can instigate interesting conversation. 

Certainly, to target scrupulously every variant 
would not be wise and would unnecessarily bog 
down the class. Rather, the salient point is simply 
that textual discrepancies provide (if we elect to use 
them) one more way to engage students with their 
reading in a way that encourages rigor and inquiry. 
So when McDonald asks, “When you open a mod-
ern edition of King Lear, which text are you read-
ing? How will you know? Which one is 
‘Shakespeare’s’? Who decided? On what grounds? 
Does it matter?” (197), the answer to that fi nal 
question, I believe, is defi nitively yes. It does mat-
ter. It matters because the sometimes subtle textual 
variations in competing editions can shape our per-
ceptions and understandings of the plays. Rosen-
baum describes the general neglect of textual issues 
in Shakespeare as “scandalous”; because our culture 
expresses some reverence for Shakespeare, he writes, 
we ought to care about the text we are reading. In 
short, these variants represent “something worth 
caring about . . . . I think more people would care if 
more were aware of the problem. I think it’s impor-

Scott Parsons teaches junior and senior English at Maplewood Career Center in Ravenna, Ohio. He has been recognized by the 
magazine Northern Ohio Live for his efforts teaching poetry writing to his students, who have won numerous national and state 
awards and scholarships. He is a former editor of the literary journal Ohio Teachers Write. Email him at tscottparsons@gmail.com.
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READWRITETHINK CONNECTION Joyce Bruett, RWT

It might not be well known to students that Shakespeare’s plays, like many literary works throughout history, have 
changed over time as they have been edited and anthologized. Parsons suggests examining specifi c parts of 
Shakespeare’s plays, like the conversations between the witches in Macbeth or Hamlet’s famous soliloquy, from 
different texts to see what changes have been made. In “Focus on First Lines: Increasing Comprehension through 
Prediction Strategies,” students will predict content, genre, and time period of literature from an opening sentence 
and analyze authors’ stylistic choices. Students can work on their comprehension of Shakespeare’s works by exam-
ining how the fi rst lines of plays set the stage for the remainder of the play. http://www.readwritethink.org/
lessons/lesson_view.asp?id=834

Road Trip with High School Theatre Students to Los Angeles
Fifteen minutes into the trip
Brittany says stop & I want to 
know if it’s an emergency & she 
conjures up an allusion to The
Crucible. That kind of stop?

Summer screams that Ringo
is so hot he was the one that held the 
Beatles together, & Lennon is creepy 
(in the second hottest way)
& Maryland is paradise on Earth.

Jessica & Eli write Hence Your 
Memory, a play about the nature of 
reality, in which Moliere confronts 
Galileo. They freak out about John 
Donne. That’s how they operate.

In the backseat Summer asks if she 
can tell slightly dirty jokes
about Shakespeare & dreams
& about a forest & a cow. 
She nearly swears.

Language, I say, always
the father, the teacher.
Watch the language.

In Kingman, it dawns on me
during this awkward incident in
a fast food bathroom that tourists,
executives, janitors, & chefs
don’t like me. & teens . . . well.

In Los Angeles, during a free 
stress test, the needle vibrates when 
I think about Ringo Starr. 
“Tammy” tells me
I’m denying my stress.

“I’m a teacher, Tammy.
That’s what I do.”

—Mike Levin
 © 2009 Mike Levin

Mike Levin has taught theater and language arts at Flagstaff Arts and Leadership Academy for the last twelve years. He is 
also a company member with Canyon Moon Theatre in Sedona, Arizona. He recently completed his master’s in Creative 
Writing/Poetry at Northern Arizona University, and he has published a play, a short story, and an essay.
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