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F 1 EN the works of SHARBSPEARE are, after
fo many editions, again offered to the publick,
- ! it will doubtlefs be enquired, why Smaxke-
sPEARE ftands in more need of critical affiftance than any
bther of the Englith writers, and what aie the defici-
encies of the late attempts, which another editor may
hope to fupply.

The bufinefs of him that republifhes an ancient book
15, to corret what is corrupt, and to explain what is ob-

fcure, To have a text corrupt in many places, and in
many doubtful, is, among the authours that have writ-

ten {ince the ufe of types, almoft peculiar to SuaAkE-
sPEARE. IMoft writers, by publifhing their own works,
prevent all various readings, and preclude all conjectural
criticifm. Books indeed are fometimes publifhed after
the death of him who produced them, but they are bet-
ter fecured from corruptions than thefe unfortunate com-

pofitions. They fubfift in a fingle copy, written or re-
vifed by the authour; and the faults of the printed vo-

lume can be only faults of one defcent.

But of the works of SuaxkesPEARE the condition has
been far different : he {fold them, not to be printed, but
to be played. They were immediately copied for the
altors, and multiplied by tranfcript after tranfcript, viti-
ated by the blunders of the penman, or changed by the

affeCtation of the player; perhaps enlarged to introduce
a jeft, or mutilated to fhorten the reprefentation ; and

printed at laft without the concurrence of the authour,

without the confent of the proprietor, from compilations
made by chance or by ftealth out of the feparate parts
written for the theatre : and thus thruft into the world

{urreptitioufly and haftily, they {uffered another deprava-
tion from the ignorance and negligence of the printers,
as every man who knows the ftate of the prefs in that age

will readily conceive.
It is not eafy for invention to bring together fo many

caufes concurring to vitiate a text. No other authour
cver grave up his works to fortune and time with {o little
carc : no bools could be left in hands {o hkely to in-
jure them, as plays frequently aéted, yet .conrinued in
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manufcript : no other tranicribers were likely to be fo
little qualified for their tafk as thofe who copied for the
ftage, at a2 time when the lower ranks of the people
were univerfally illiterate : no other editions were made
from fragments fo minutely broken, and fo fortuitoufly
reunited ; and in no other age was the art of printing in
fuch unfkilful hands. .

'With the caufes of corruption that make the revifal
of SHAKESPEARE’s dramatick pieces neceflary, may be
enumerated the caules of ob{curity, which may be partly
imputed to his age, and partly to himf{elf.

When a writer outlives his contemporaries, and re-
mains almoft the only unforgotten name of a diftant time,
he is neceffarily obfcure. Every age has its modes of
ipeech, and its caft of thought; which, though ealily
explained when there are many books to be compared
with each other, become fometimes unintelligible, and
always difficult, when there are no parallel paflages that
may conduce to their illuftration. SHAKESPEARE 1S
the firft confiderable authour of fublime or famihliar dia-
logue in our language. Of the books which he read, and
from which he formed his ftile, fome perhaps have pe-
rifhed, and the reft are negletted. His imitations are
therefore unnoted, his allufions are undifcovered, and
many beauties, both of pleafantry and greatnefs, are loft
with the obje€ts to which they were united, as the fi-
gures vanith when the canvas has decayed.

It is the great excellence of SHAKESPEARE, that he
drew his fcenes from nature, and from life. Ile copied
the manners of the world then paffing before him, and
has more allufions than other poets to the traditions and
fuperftition of the vulgar; which muft therefore be traced
before he can be underftood.

He wrote at a time when our poetical language was
yet unformed, when the meaning of our phrafes was yet
in Nuctuation, when words were adopted at pleafure from
the naghbouring languages, and while the Saxon was
ftill vifibly mingled in our di€ion. The reader is there-
fore embarraficd at once with dead and with foreign lan-
guages, with obfoletenefs and innovation.  In that age,
as in all others, fafthion produced phrafeology, which fuc-
cceding fathion fwept away before its meaning was gene-
rally known, or fufficiently authorifed : and in that age,
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above all others, experiments were made upon our Tan-
guage, . which’ diftorted 1ts combmauons and dxﬂ:urbed
its umformlfy |

If SHAKESPEARE has dlfﬁcultws abcwe Other Wnters,
it is to be imputed to the nature of his work, which re-
quired the ufe of the cornmon colloquial :language, and
confequently admited many phrafes allufive; - elliptical,
and proverbial, fuch as we fpeak and hear every hour
without obferving them ; and of which, being now fami-
liar, we do not fufpect that they can ever grow uncouth,
or that being now obvious, they can ever “feem remote.

Thefe are the prmczpal caufes of the obfcurity of
SHAKESPEARE ; to which may be added that fulnefs of
idea, which might fometimes load his words with more fen-
timent than they could conveniently convey, and that ra-
pidity of imagination which might hurry him to a fecond
thought before he had fully explained the firft. *But my
opinion is, that very few of his lines were difficult 'to his
audience, and that he ufed fuch expreffions as were then
cominon, though the paucity of contemporary Wmers
makes them now feem peculiar.

Authours are often praifed for improvement, or blamed
for innovation, with very little juftice, by thofe who read
few other books of the fame age. Addifon himfelf has
been {o unfuccefsful in enumerating the words with which
Milton has enriched our Iancruage, as perhaps not to have
named one of which Milton was the authour : and Bentley
has yet more unhapgily praifed him as the introducer of
thofe elifions into Xnglith poetry, which had been ufed
from the firft effays of verfification among us, and which
Milton was indeed the laft that prattifed.

Another impediment, not the leaft vexatious to the
commentator, is the exactnefs with which SHAKESPEARE
followed his authours. Inftead of dilating his thoughts
INnto gener..liti...s, and exprefling incidents with poetical
latitude, he often combines circumftances unneceflary
to his main defign, only becaufe "he happened to find
them together. “Such paflages can be illuftrated only
by him who has rcad the fame ftory :in the very book
which SuakEspearE confulted. g

He that undertakes an edition of SitakesrearrE, has
all thefe difhiculiies to. encounter, and all thete obftyuc-
£10NnS tO remove.
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The corruptions of the text will be correéted by a

careful collation of the oldeft copies, by which it is hoped
that many reftorations may yet be made: at Jeaft it
will be neceflary to colle¢t and note the variations as ma-
terials for future criticks, for it very often happens that
a wrong reading has affinity to the right.
- In this part all the prefent editions are apparently and
intentionally defeétive. The criticks did not fo much as
wifh to facilitate the labour of thofe that followed them.
‘The fame books are ftill to be compared; the work
that has been done, is to be done again, and no f{ingle
edition will fupply the reader with a text on which he can
rely as the beft copy of the works of SHAKESPEARE.

The edition now propofed will at leaft have this ad-
vantage over others. It will exhibit all the obfervable
varieties of all the copies that can be found, that, if the
reader is not fatisfied with the editor’s determination, he
may have the means of chufing better for himfelf.

Where all the books are evidently vitiated, and colla-
tion can give no affiftance, then begins the tafk of criti-
cal fagacity : and fome changes may well be admitted in
a2 text never fettled by the authour, and fo long expofed
to caprice and ignorance. But nothing {hall be im-
pofed, as in the Oxford edition, without notice of the
alteration ; nor fhall conjecture be wantonly or unne-
ceflanily indulged.

It has been long found, that very {pecious emendations
do not equally ftrike all minds with conviction, nor cven
the fame mind at different times ; and therefore, though
perhaps many alterations may be propofed as eligible,
very few will be obtruded as certain. In a language {o
ungrammatical as the Englith, and fo licentious as that
of SHakEsPEARE, emendatory criticifm is always ha-
zardous ; nor can it be allowed to any man who 1s not
particularly verfed in the writings of that age, and par-
ticularly ftudious of his authour’s di¢tion. There 15 dan-
ger left peculiarities fhould be miftaken for corruptions,
and pafifages rejeted as unintelligible, which a narrow
mind happens not to underftand.

All the former criticks have been fo much employed
on the corretion of the text, that they have not fufhi-
ciently attended to the clucidation of paffages obfcured by
accident or time.  The editor will endeavour to read the
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books which the authour read, to trace his knowledge to:
its fource, and compare his copies with their originals. If
in this part of his defign he hopes to attain any degree of
{uperiority to his predeceflors, it muft be confidered, -that
he has the advantage of their labours; that part of the
work being already done, more care is naturally beftowed
on the other part; and that, to declare the truth, Mr.
Rowe and Mr. Pope were very ignorant of the ancient
Englifh literature ; Dr. Warburton was detained by more
important ftudies ; and Mr. Theobald, if fame be juft to
his memory, confidered learning only as an.inftrument
of gain, and made no further enquiry after his authour’s
meaning, when once he had notes fufficient to embellifth
his page with the expefted decorations.

With regard to obfolete or peculiar dition, the editor
may pefhaps claim fome degree of confidence, having had
more motives to confider the whole extent of our language
than any other man from its firft formation. He hopes,
that, by comparing the works of SHAKESPEARE with
thofe of writers who lived at the {fame time, immediately
preceded, or immediately followed him, he fhall be able
to afcertain his ambiguities, difentangle his intricacies;
and recover the meaning of words now loft in the darknefs
of antiquity. ?

When therefore any obfcurity arifes from an allufion
to {ome other book, the paffage will be quoted. When
the diction is entangled, it will be cleared by a paraphrafe
or interpretation. When the fenfe 1s broken by the fup-
preflion of part of the fentiment in pleafantry or paffion,
the conneétion will be fupplied. When any forgotten
cuftom is hinted, care will be taken to retrieve and ex-
plin it. The meaning affigned to doubtful words wil
be fupported by the authorities of other writers, or by
parallel paffages of Snakespeare himfelf.

The obfervation of faults and beauties is one of the
dutics of an annotator, which fome of SHAKESPEARE’S
cditors have attempted, and fome have negleted. For
this part of his tafk, and for this only, was Mr. Pope
cminently and indifputably qualified : nor has Dr. War-
burton followed him with lefs diligence or lefs fuccefs.
But I have never obferved that mankind was much de-
Lighted or improved by their afterifks, commas, ordouble
commas; of which the only eficct 1s, that they preclude
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the pléafure of judging for ourfelves, teach the young and
ignorant to decide without principles ; defeat curiofity and
dicernment, by leaving them lefs.to difcover ; -and at laft
fhew the opinion of the critick, -without the reafons on
which it was founded, and without affording any light
by which it. may be examined. o -
- The editor,- though he may lefs delight -his .own va-
nity, will probably pleafe his reader more, by fuppofing
him equally :able with himfelf to judge of- beauties and
faults, -which réquire ho previous acquifition of remote
knowledge. -A defcription-of the obvious {cenes of na-
ture, a reprefentation of general life, a fentiment of re-
fle@ion-.or expetiénce, a-deduction  of conclufive argu-
ment, a forcible eruption-of, effervefcent pafiion, are to
be confidered as ‘proportionate- to common apprehenfion,
unaffifted by .-critical officioufpefs ; fince, to conceive
them, nothing more is requifite than acquaintance with
the general ftate of the world, and thofe faculties which
he muft always bring with him who would read SHakE-
SPEARE. C - |
.. ‘But- when the. beauty arifes from fome adaptation of
the fentiment'to cuftoms worn out of ufe, to opinions
not univerfally prevalent, or to any accidental or minute
particularity, which cannot be fupplied by common un-
derftanding, or common obfervation, it is the duty of a
commentator,to lend his affiftance.

. The notice of beauties and faults thus limited will
make no diftiné&t part of the defign, being recducible to
the explanation of obfcure pafiages.

The editor does not Lowever intend to preclude him-
felf from the comparifon of SHAKESPEARE’s {entiments
or expreflion with thofe of ancient or modern authours,
or from the difplay of any beauty not-cbvious to the
ftudents of poetry 3 for as he hopes to leave his authour
better underftood, he wilhes likewife to procure him more
rational approbation.

The former cditors have aflefted to flight their prede-
ceffors : but in this edition all that is valuable will be
adoptcd from cvery commentator, that poflerity may
confider it as-including all the reft, and exhibiting
whatever is hitherto known of the ercat father cf the
Enclifh drama. o
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