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The prevalent trend in Bad Quarto studies is the attempt to answer the question how these Shakespearean texts arose. Many scholars now tend to dismiss, or at least adopt a critical approach to the classic memorial reconstruction theory. This paper is concerned not so much with the how, but rather the why of the Q1 Hamlet edition (1603). It embarks on a comparative analysis of certain aspects of the Q1, Q2 and F1 versions of Hamlet – in particular the character of Polonius, who is “Corambis” in Q1 – against a background of contemporary historical events which appear to bear a distinct relationship both to the character and the play. An incident at Elizabeth’s Court in the July of 1597 involving a Polish diplomat followed by the London publication of an expurgated translation of a celebrated political work by a Polish writer in the spring of 1598 suggests a terminus post quem for the name “Polonius”,  but also bears on the alternative (pseudonymous?) character. The facts presented – based on English and Polish documentary materials – lead to a suggestion that political censorship and the tendency for actors to improvise on the stage may partly account for the emergence of the Hamlet “alternative” text Q1.

