The Language of Capitalization in Shakespeare’s
First Folio

Carleton S. Tritt

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 11 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 Wit escapes;
But when in Capitals exprest,
The dullest Reader smoaks the Jest:
Or else perhaps he may invent
A better than the Poet meant,
As learned Commentators view
In Homer more than Homer knew.
Jonathan 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 use of capitals from Shakespeare’s quartos around 1600 to
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the first folio in 1623 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 1640
by Simon Daines.! He 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 of Daines’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. 1).
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.?

The emphatic approach, partly dismissed by Partridge, was fore-
shadowed by Elisha Coles in 1674. 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, viz.

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 thisis the

safest hand to erre on.8
In 1911 Percy Simpson, without mentioning Coles, put forward three
types of contextual emphasis in which the capital letter was used in
Shakespeare’s first folio: (1) 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 of his 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 that 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 first folio :5 Remorse (8 occurrences)—o Y%, capital-
ized, Shame (41)—5%, Pity (25)—12%, Sorrow (39)—13 %, Anger
(21)—30%, Revenge (19)—37%, Rage (30)—37 %, Ambition (20)
—659%,, Lust (14)—859%,. When the comedies are not included, the
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Figure 1. Examples of inconsistent capitalization from Simon Daines’s rules on
capitalization in his Orthogpia Anglicana (London, 1640).
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capitalization rates are: Remorse—o0Y9,, Shame—69%,, Pity—13%,
Sorrow—179%,, Anger—35 %, Revenge—47%,, Rage—50%,, Ambi-
tion—81 %,, Lust—100%,. An obvious pattern of high 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 659%, (20 occurrences) in the eleven plays and 939, 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)—o0%,. 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—1009%,, Stream
—47%. 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 (13)—38 %, Sword (123)—689,.

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)—
12%, in serious plays (73)—97%; ‘“Mother” in comedies (9)—33 %,
in serious plays (62)—g5 % “Sister” in comedies (45)—119, in
serious plays (21)—100%,. 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 (19)—
0%, serious plays (55)—67 %. In the category of precious ohjects
“Gold” divides: comedies (27)—11%, serious plays (53)—95 %. In
the category of religion and reverence ‘“Prayer(s)’” breaks down:
comedies (7)—0%, serious plays (33)—60%,. 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.® Thus the capital
letter became an indicator of heightened 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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Moerch, Ohhad the gods done fo,] had aotnow
Worthily tearm’d them mercilefleto vs :
For erc thefhips could meet by twice fiuc leagues,
We were encountred by a mighty rocke,
Which being violently borne vp,
Our helpefull fhip was fplittedin the mid(t;
So thas in this vniuft divorce of vs,
Fortune had lefcto both of vs alike,
What to delightin, what to {orrow for,
Her part, poore foule, {ceming as burdened
With leffer waight, but not wich lefler woe,
Was carried with more {peed beforethe winde,
Andin our fight they three were taken vp
By Filhermen of Corinth,as we though.
Atlength anether fhip had feiz'd on vs,
And knowing whom it was their hap to fave,
Gaue healchfull welcomeo their (hip-wracke guefts,
And would haue reft the Fifhers of their prey,
Had not their backe beene very flow of faile ; :
And therefore homeward did they bend their courfe.
Thus haue you heard me feuer’d from my bliffe,
Thae by misfortunes was my life prolong'd,
To tell {ad ftories of my awne mifhaps,
Dunke. And for the fake of them thou forroweft for,
Doe me the fauour to dilateat full,
What haue befalne of them and they till now.
Merch. My yongeft boy,and yet my eideft care,
At eighteenc yeeres became inquifitive
After hisbrother ; and importun®d me
That his attendant, fo his cafe was like,
Reft of his brother,but retain’d his name,
Mighe beare him company in the queft of him:
Whom whil't I laboured of a loue o fee,
I hazarded the loffe of whom 1 lowd.
Fiue Sommers haue I [pentin farcheft Greecs,
Roming cleanethrough the bounds of 4/,
And coafting homeward, cameto Ephefus :
Hopelefle to finde,yetloth te leauc vnioughe
Or that,or any place that harbours men :
But heere muit end che ftory of my life,
And happy were I in my timelie death,
Could all my trauells warranc ine they live,
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Caffi. 1know that vertue to bein you Bratay,
AswellasIdoknow gout outward fauour,
Well, Honor is the {ubie& of my Story ¢
I cannoctell, what you and othermen
Thinke of this life : But for my fingle {elfe,
1had asliefenot be, asliuctobey
Inawe of [ucha Thing, as I my felfe,
1 was borne free as Cefar, fo were you,.
Weboth haue fed as well, and we can both
Endure the Winters cold, as well as hee.
For once, vpona Rawe and Guftie day,
The troubled Tyber, chafing with her Shores,
Cefar (side to me, Dar't thou ((affins now
Leape in with me into this angry Flood,
Antf fwim to yonder Point ¢ Vpon the word,
Accoutred as I was, I plungedin,
Andbad him follow : foindeed he did.
The Torrentroar’d, and we did buffecic
With lufty Sinewes, throwing it afide,
And ftemming it with hearts of Controuetfie,
But ere we could arriue the Roint propos'd,
Vefar cride, Helpe me Caffius,or 1 finke,
1 (as e£ncasy our great Anceflor,
Did from the Flames of Troy, vpon his fhoulder
The old ednehyfesbeare) fo, from the waues of Tyber
DidIthe tyred (ofar : And this Man,
Isnow become a God, and Caffiw is
A wretchied Cresture, and muft bend hisbody,
If Cufar carelefly but nad on him.
He had a Feauer when he was in Spaine,
And when the Fit was on him,I did marke
How he did thake; Tis true, this God did fhake,
His Coward lippes did from their colour ﬁ{le.
And that fame Eye,whofc bend doth awe the World,
Did loofe his Luftre : 1did heare him grone:
1,and that Tongue of his,that bad the Romans -
Marke him, snd write his Speeches in their Bookes,
Alas, it cried, Giue me fome drinke Titimisa )

Figure 2. A comparison of these two similar passages from Shakespeare’s first folio
illustrates the different approaches to capitalization in the comedies and the
tragedies. Both passages contain serious narratives involving elevated characters
with troubles at sea, yet the one from The Comedy of Errors (page H1V), left, has a
much smaller number of capitals than the one from The Tragedy of Fulius Caesar
(page kk1V). 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 moyen sensual, he
reflected contemporary feelings about the connotations of different
words and ideas.
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