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Shakespeare’s quartos, so named because of their format (a single sheet 

folded twice, creating four leaves or eight pages), are the first printed 

representations of his plays and, as none of the plays survives in manuscript, 

of great importance to Shakespeare scholarship. Only twenty-one of 

Shakespeare’s plays were published in quarto before the closure of the 

theaters and outbreak of civil war in 1642. These quartos were printed from 

either Shakespeare’s “foul papers” (a draft with notations and changes that 

was given in sections to actors for their respective roles); from “fair copies” 

created from foul papers that presented the entire action of the play; from 

promptbooks, essentially fair copies annotated and expanded by the author 

and acting company to clarify stage directions, sound effects, etc.; or from a 

previously published quarto edition. The quartos were inexpensive to 

produce and were published for various reasons, including to secure the 

acting company’s rights to the material and to bring in money during the 

plague years in London when the theaters were closed. 

 



At the opening of Henry VI, Part 2, Henry, who ascended to the throne as an 

infant with protectors ruling in his stead, has reached adulthood. The Earl of 

Suffolk has arranged for Henry to wed Margaret of Anjou, in hopes of using 

her to control Henry. The action opens with the arrival of Margaret in 

England for her marriage to Henry (1445). The Duke of Gloucester opposes 

the match, leading Suffolk to arrest Gloucester for treason and, later, to 

arrange for his murder. Popular pressure forces Henry to banish Suffolk; 

Suffolk is murdered by pirates on his way to France and is mourned by 

Margaret, his lover. Richard Plantagenet, Duke of York, meanwhile, has 

been quietly plotting against Henry, convinced that his claim to the throne 

has more legitimacy than Henry’s. York enters into open conflict with the 

Lancastrian forces of Henry in the first Battle of St. Albans (1455), the 

opening salvo in the Wars of the Roses.

 

Henry VI, Part 3 takes the three-part tale of the hapless Henry VI to its 

conclusion. Following the Battle of St. Albans, Henry VI sees the victorious 

Duke of York on the throne as he enters Parliament and agrees, under duress, 

to make York his successor rather than his son Edward. Queen Margaret 

reacts with fury and leads the Lancastrian forces against York in the Battle 

of Wakefield, in which York and his youngest son are killed. York’s sons are 

determined to assert their family’s right to the crown and successfully 

engage the king’s army, with Edward of York emerging as king. Henry is 

captured upon his return to England from Scotland, and Margaret petitions 

the king of France (Louis XI) to help restore Henry to the throne. Margaret 

and her allies have the luck of capturing Edward before battle begins and 

Henry returns to the throne. Edward is rescued by his brother Richard, and 

Margaret and Edward, Prince of Wales, are captured and the prince slain. 



The imprisoned Henry is killed by Richard in the Tower of London, who 

meanwhile has developed an ambition for the crown and plots to overthrow 

his brother.

 

This quarto of the Whole Contention is bound in nineteenth-century red 

morocco with gold tooling. A stamp in the bottom center of the front cover 

turn-in (“BOUND BY F. BEDFORD”) and on the verso of the front free 

endpaper identifies this as the work of the noted nineteenth-century London 

binder Francis Bedford (1799–1883). The spine is divided into six 

compartments with raised bands, with “THE CON- | TENTION | OF THE | 2 

HOUSES | YORKE & | LANCAST.” in gold in the second spine 

compartment, and “LOND. | N. D.” in the third. The edges of the boards and 

the turn-ins are gold tooled and the endpapers marbled. A note by J. O. 

Halliwell-Phillipps, “Daniel’s copy of this ed. sold for £33.12.0.” is on the 

front flyleaf.

 

This quarto was given to Edinburgh University Library in 1872 by James 

Orchard Halliwell-Phillipps (1820–1889), the English Shakespeare collector 

and scholar whose Outlines of the Life of Shakespeare (1848) was published 

in several editions. Beginning in the 1870s, he devoted his time completely 

to the research of Shakespeare’s life. Halliwell-Phillipps was instrumental in 

the acquisition of New Place, the site of Shakespeare’s last home, and in the 

creation of the Museum at Stratford-upon-Avon (now Nash’s House and 

New Place). 
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