
printed in 1622.

 

One of Shakespeare’s most esteemed plays, Hamlet is the story of the 

troubled prince of Denmark and the events that unfold when he becomes 

aware that his father was killed by his uncle, now his stepfather. It is a 

tragedy of regicide and revenge with all the trimmings: a usurper on the 

throne, a haunting, madness, suicide, and mayhem resulting in multiple 

deaths — both accidental and homicidal, not to mention a foreign invasion. 

Hamlet’s famous soliloquy in Act III of the play as we know it (the quartos 

are not divided into acts) is, beyond a doubt, one of the most powerful 

speeches in all of Shakespeare’s plays.

 

Now at the British Library, this 1622 fourth quarto of Hamlet was bound by 

the British Museum Bindery in nineteenth-century brown half calf, the 

boards covered with marbled paper. The gold-tooled spine is divided into six 

compartments, with the emblem of King George III in the first. “HAMLET” 

lettered in gold on a dark red lettering piece in the second compartment. The 

edges of the leaves are red sprinkled.

 

This quarto was previously in the library of George III (1738–1820), who 

reigned as king of Great Britain and Ireland from 1760 until his death. The 

third British ruler from the House of Hanover, George was also Duke of 

Brunswick-Lüneburg, and therefore elector (and later king) of Hanover. He 

was born in England and learned English as his first language, the first of his 

lineage to do so. At the start of George III’s reign, there was no royal library 

to speak of; his grandfather, George II, had presented his library to the 

British Museum in 1757. In 1763, George III began his collection in earnest 




