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The traditional approaches to Elizabethan capitalization-conventional noun 
groupings and contextual emphasis-fail to deal adequately with the many in-
consistencies in the age's practice of capitalization. In addition they do not disclose 
the Elizabethan use of the capital letter as a linguistic indicator of the various 
emotional connotations of words. By using a representative sample of r r of the 36 
plays in Shakespeare's first folio, it is possible to show through patterns of capitaliza-
tion frequency how the compositors of the folio used the capital letter to indicate 
connotations of emotional charge, elevation, uniqueness, and poetic respectability 
in a variety of words and word groupings. 

When Letters are in vulgar Shapes, 
'Tis ten to one the vVi t escapes; 
But when in Capitals exprest, 
The dullest Reader smoaks the J est: 
Or else perhaps he may invent 
A better than the Poet meant, 
As learned Commentators view 
In Horner more than Horner knew. 

J onathan Swift, "On Poetry: A Rhapsody" 

By the eighteenth century, when Swift was jesting about the linguistic 
effects of capitalization, compositors and poets had a reasonably firm 
idea of the conventions governing the use of the capital letter. The 
early seventeenth century, on the other hand, was a transitional and 
experimental period of English orthography. Late Elizabethan 
capitalization occupies a gray area between an author's punctuation 
that clarifies or adds meaning and the subjective whimsey or arcane 
typographical conventions of compositors who were sometimes 
short of type. Compositors had great latitude in capitalizing within 
a somewhat unregulated system that was rapidly changing. The 
increased usc of capitals from Shakespeare's quartos around 1 6oo to 
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the first folio in I 623 indicates the growth of a system that culminated 
with the eighteenth century's practice of capitalizing almost every 
noun of importance. 'Working with only some limited conventions to 
guide them, the compositors of the first folio frequently drew upon 
their own subjective devices to expand the capital letter into a viable 
form of visible language. 

From the sparse commentary that does exist on Elizabethan 
capitalization two approaches to the subject, the conventional and 
the emphatic, emerge. The conventional approach was taken in I 640 
by Simon Daines. 1 H e attempted to establish an orderly system by 
listing standard practices which had little linguistic value, such as 
capitalizing the first letter in a sentence, and by compiling categories 
of words that must be capitalized, such as titles, particular animals, 
and religious references. Ironically, the actual printing ofDaines's 
specific rules on capitalization illustrates with a vengeance his 
subject's chaotic state and the elusive criteria that any analyst of the 
subject must face. Even with the rules under his nose, the compositor 
(or Daines) produced many obvious inconsistencies between the 
theory and practice of seventeenth-century capitalization (Fig. I). 
Daines's noun categories have been expanded by A. C. Partridge into 
a list of twelve general groups of substantives that were normally 
capitalized in Shakespeare's quartos. 2 

The emphatic approach, partly dismissed by Partridge, was fore-
shadowed by Elisha Coles in I674· Coles, who sometimes viewed 
orthography from the perspective of the printer rather than the writer, 
says in concluding his section on capitalization: 

Whatsoever words the Author laies any kind of stress of force upon, 
these he either writes in a different character, or else prefixes a 
Capital before them, or both. Hence those that think they write 
nothing but strength of wit and thunderbolts, will scarce vouch-
safe you two words together without a Capital. They are indeed 
so much in fashion, that I reckon this a good Rule to go by, vi;::. 
Whensoever you are in doubt, whether you had best write a little 
letter or a great one, be sure you write a great one. For this is the 
safest hand to erre on.3 

In I 9 I r Percy Simpson, without mentioning Coles, put forward three 
types of contextual emphasis in which the capital letter was used in 
Shakespeare's first folio: (I) where emphasis is due to contrast; ( 2) 
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where a word has special contextual significance ("But Brutus says, 
he was Ambitious"); and (3) where there is the "employment of a 
technical term or the heightened meaning conveyed by a metaphor. "4 

Although contextual emphasis can explain some unconventional 
capitalizations, it is a very unreliable guide. Most of Simpson's 
illustrations ofhis principles, for example, can be more easily 
explained by using Partridge's more conventional noun groupings. 
Partridge's classifications, on the other hand, are of necessity quite 
general and do not explain why so many of the words which fall into 
his categories often go uncapitalized in Shakespearean texts. 
Obviously Elizabethan compositors were either using many other 
conventions which we have not discovered or, more likely, were 
simply unsure, as we are today, about whether a specific word 
merited the connotations that accompanied the capital. Sometimes 
their decision to capitalize must have been based upon context, but 
often their feelings about the meaning of a word itself must have 
directed their actions. If their feelings about a word were compatible 
with their idea of the emotional significance of the capital letter, they 
may have capitalized the word. Since the capital letter conveyed 
feelings-as it still does-of reverence, respect, and the extraordinary, 
words tha t corresponded to that idea, often regardless of noun groups 
or context, were capitalized. As shall be demonstrated in the follow-
ing pages, a compositor's decision to use the language of capitalization 
was often based on the extent to which a word was emotionally 
charged, whether a word carried extraordinary feelings of elevation, 
uniqueness, or particularity, or whether it appeared in a high or a low 
literary genre. 

Emotional Charge. An analysis of different capitalization rates of words 
within a single group can minimize contextual variables while 
indicating the degree of emotional charge which compositors 
attributed to them. Thus in a grouping of emotions themselves 
(emotions are not a class of capitalized substantives) the following 
frequency of capitalization occurs in eleven plays representatively 
selected from the fi rst folio :5 Remorse (8 occurrences)-o% capital-
ized , Shame (41 )-5 %, Pity (25)-12%, Sorrow (39)- 13 %, Anger 
(2 1)- 30%, Revenge ( rg)-37%, Rage (30)-37%, Ambition (2o) 
-65%, Lust ( 14) - 85 %· When the comedies are not included, the 
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Figure I. Examples of inconsistent capitalization from Simon Daines's rules on 
capitalization in his Ortlwepia Anglicana (London, I 640). 
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capitalization rates are: Remorse- a%, Shame- 6%, Pity- 13%, 
Sorrow-17 %, Anger- 35%, R evenge- 47%, Rage- so %, Ambi-
tion-81 %, Lust- IOo%. An obvious pattern ofhigh and low 
emotions emerges regardless of poetic contexts . The more highly 
charged emotions are more frequently capitalized. Not until the rise 
of sentimentalism around 1700 do the softer emotions gain equally 
heightened status with the heroic emotions. Another example of 
emotional charge is " murther" and "murtherer. " Unless we cynically 
stretch the category of professional terms to include them, they fall 
outside normal capitalized noun groups. Yet their capitalization rate 
is 65% (20 occurrences) in the eleven plays and 93% when the 
comedies are excluded. 

Particularity. The effect on a compositor's feelings that a word is unique 
or particular is a much more subtle matter than emotional charge. 
Though "barke" and " barge" have a higher capitalization rate than 
"ship," " mutton" higher than "meat," and "cottage" higher than 
" house," the "particular" words appear so infrequently in the text 
that their samples are too small to have statistical value. In the 
previous section we have seen that the capitalization rates of the 
particular emotions of anger, revenge, rage, ambition, and lust are 
high. Generic emotional terms are rarely capitalized: Affection(s) 
(25)- 24 %, Passion (s) (39)- 5%, Humour (8)- o%. Although 
"passion" is highly charged today and the other two now have very 
particular meanings, the compositors of the first folio felt them more 
in the general senses of emotion, feeling, or psychological faculty. 

Elevation. The effect of the feeling of heightening cannot be discussed 
without also considering emotional charge and particularity. An 
examination of specific words often reveals an interrelationship 
between these factors. For example, one general category of capitaliza-
tion encompasses words relating to natural phenomena and geo-
graphical terms. In the eleven plays "river" and "stream" occur 
nineteen times. Their capitalization rates are: River- 100%, Stream 
- 7%· River is not only grander or more elevated than stream, but 
river also has particular associations in Shakespeare with proper 
names of specific geographical reference. Relative to elevation and 
emotional charge in the area of natural phenomena, it is interesting 
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that "rain" is more frequently capitalized than "shower" and 
"thunder" more frequently than "rain". Finally, associations with 
nobility have a heightening influence on the capitalization of objects: 
Knife ( I3)- 38%, Sword (I23)-68%. 

Literary Genre. The most striking deviations from the supposed con-
ventions of Shakespearean capitalization appear when the first folio's 
capitalization patterns in the comedies are compared with the 
patterns in the serious plays (the tragedies, the history plays, and the 
heroic romances of The Winter's Tale and Cymbeline) . The examples 
that Partridge used to illustrate his twelve groups of capitalized nouns 
in the quartos were drawn exclusively from Shakespeare's tragic 
literature. If he had used only the comedies of the first folio, his list 
might have been shorter. A comparison of the rates of capitalization 
in the comedies and serious plays for words in the class of familial 
relationships reveals the following: " Brother" in comedies ( 73)-
I 2%, in serious plays ( 73)-97%; "Mother" in comedies (9)-33 %, 
in serious plays (62)-95%; "Sister" in comedies (45)-I I%, in 
serious p lays (2 I )-Ioo%. The sharp difference in capitalization of 
family relationships between the two types of plays may be partly 
attributable to the fact that the serious plays have many royal 
relationships. Yet most of the main characters in the comedies are 
also nobles. Likewise it is not clear whether "gate" has a heightened 
association with fortification in the serious plays but not in the 
comedies. In the sample plays "Gate" breaks down: comedies (I 9)-
o %, serious plays (55)-67 %. In the category of precious objects 
"Gold" divides: comedies (27)-11 %, serious plays (53)-95 %. In 
the category of religion and reverence "Prayer(s)" breaks down: 
comedies (7)-o%, serious plays (33)-6o%. Yet gold is not less 
valuable or prayer less reverent in comedy than in tragedy. Although 
emotional charge and heightening may have an effect on the higher 
proportion of capitalization in serious plays, there may have developed 
the following convention in the first folio: When in doubt, capitalize 
in high genres and don't capitalize in low genres. 6 Thus the capital 
letter became an indicator ofheightened poetic value (Fig. 2). 

The addition of this broad convention will not, of course, reduce 
the remaining chaos of Shakespearean capitalization to comfortable 
order. Some conventions can help clarify textual problems, such as 
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Mn-ch. Oh had the gods done fo,I hadaotnew 
Worthily tcarn:a• d them mcrcilctfe ton: . 
For frc the lhips could meet by twice fiue lcagua, 
\V e were cncountrtd by a mighty rockc, 
Which bcing~iolcntlr borne'?'· 
Our helpcfl.lll thip was fplitted in the midA j 
So th• m this 'lniutt diuorce of vs, 
Fortune h:ld lefc to both ofYS.alike, 
What to ddight in, what to·forrowfor. 
Her part, poorc foule, fcemin~ as burdened 
With tdfer waighr, but not with Idler woe, 
\Vas c:lrried with m~rc fpeed before the wiode, 
And in our fight they three were taken vp 
By Fithcrmcn of c,-;,,t,, u we chou&ht. 
At length another !hip had feiz'd on vs 1 

And knowing whom tt was their hap to faut!o1 
Gaue hcalchfull welcome to their lhip-wrackc gudb, 
And would haue rcft the FiOlcrsoftheirprcy, 
Had not their bach beene very Oow offa•lc; . 
And therefore homeward did they bend their courfc. 
Tlun haue you heard me f~ucr'd from my bliffc, 
Thac by mi&fortunes was my life prolong'd, 
To tell fad ftories of my (lWne mi(haps. 

Dille!. And for the fake of them thou forrowdl(or, 
Doe me che fauour to dilate at full, 
What hauebefalne of them and they till now. 

Mn"Cb. My yonge!\ b~y,and ye·t my eldcil care, 
At e~hteene yecres bce2me inquifitiue 
After hill·brother; and imponun•d me 
That his attendant, fo his ca(ewas like, 
Rcft ofhis brother,but rctain'll his name, 
Might bcarc~ him company in the qat!~ ofhim: 
\Vhom whil'f\ I laboured of a louc to fee, 
I haz.:ardcd the lotfe of whorl' I lou'd. 
Fiuc Sommers haue I fpent in farthcft Grt«1, 
Roming deane through the bounds of .A{;A, 
And coa!ling homeward, came to Epht[H4 : 
Hopcldfc to fiode,yedoth to lcauc vn{oughc 
Or that,or any place that harbours men : 
But heere muLl end the fiory of my lifc, 
And happy were I in my cimelie death, 
Could all my cuuclls w.2rranc Inc they Hue. 
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C~tjfl. I know chat nnuc to be in you Bnmw; 
As well as I do know your outw:ud fauour. 
Well, Honor is the fubiea of my Story: 
I cannot teU, what yo.u and other men 
Thinke ofthislife :But for my fioglc felfc~ 
1 had :1s liefe not be, asliue to bet 
In awe: offuch a Thing, u I my felfc. 
I was bome free as C~for. Co were you,-
W c: both luue fed as well, and we can both 
Endure the Winters cold, as well as hec. 
For once, vpon a Rawc and Gufiic day, 
T he: troubled Tybc:r, chafing with her Shores, 
c~f~~r faide to me:. Dar'll thou C•Jfim now 
Lc::tpe in with me into this :1ngry flood, 
And C wim to yonder Point? V pon the word, 
Accoutred as I was, I plunged in. 
And bad him follow : fo jnJced he: did. 
TheTorrentrear"d, and we did buffc:tit 
With lully Sinewcs. throwing it alidc, 
And £lemming it with he~ns ofControucrfic. 
But ere we could arriue the Point propos'd, 
't:tt[ar cridc:, Hclpc me C;ajf~,or I fink c. 
1 (as v£n~M, our great Aocdlor, 
Did from the Flames· ofT roy, vpon his fhou!dcr 
The old vft"I'Jfts bcarc:) fo, from the waucs ofTyber 
Did J the tyred (tt[tn' t And this Man, 
Js now become a Go&, and C;affJJU is 
A wretched Crcacurc:, aud mun bend his body, 
Ifc.q;cr careldly but na.d on him. 
He had a Fcauer when he was inSpaine, 
And when the Fie was on him, I did m:arl<e 
How he did lhake, Tat crue, this God did thake, 
His Coward Hppe1 did from their colour flye, 
And that fame Eyc,whofc bend doth awe the World, 
Did loofe hi• Luflre : I did heare him gronc: 
I,and that Tongue of hi•, that bad the Ro.mant 
Marke him, and wfict hjs Spc(ches in their Bookcs, 
Al3•, it c:ricd,Giucme fonac drinkcTiti,.;.w,\ 

Figure 2. A comparison of these two similar passages from Shakespeare's first folio 
illustrates the diffe rent approaches to capitalization in the comedies and the 
tragedies. Both passages contain serious narratives involving elevated characters 
with troubles at sea, yet th e one from The Comedy of Errors (page H 1 V), left, has a 
much smaller number of capitals than the one from The Tragedy of Julius Caesar 
(page kki V) . Note especially the differences in "gods" and "story." 



choosing between two homonyms or identifying the technical use of a 
term. Yet capitalization may also provide us with a different type of 
information about Elizabethan literature. It may reveal not only 
what a compositor did but how, as a literate homme mcryen sensual, he 
reflected contemporary feelings about the connotations of different 
words and ideas. 
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