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Description of characteristics:
The 1676 edition of The Tragedy of Hamlet, Prince of Denmark is a text even without its text: it contains numerous clues to the circumstances of its publication, its publishers, its audience, and the city and era in which it was published.  
The title page features the play’s title, naturally, with the qualifier “As it is now Acted at his Highness the Duke of York’s Theatre.”  It also includes the names of its printer and publishers, with information on how to find them, in what seem to a modern reader like scavenger hunt terms: “at the bell in St. Paul’s church-yard,” and near “the blue anchor.”  A note to the reader indicates that portions of the text abridged for performance have been restored, and marked to indicate them as such.  At the bottom of each page is printed the first word of the next scene on the next page – even on the page that precedes the list of characters, or “The Persons Represented,” a large “THE” prepares the reader for viewing the cast list.
This cast list is fascinatingly complete, and incomplete, and revealing.  It lists many though not all of the characters in Hamlet, using “cum aliis” (“and others”) to cover everyone else, together with the names of the actors and actresses who played them; contrary to many cast lists today, the names are not listed by order of appearance in the play.  Notably, two women’s names are on this list: the actresses who play Queen Gertrude and Ophelia.  Throughout the body of the play’s text, the “ marks indicating removal of lines for performance are frequent and consistently used, until the last scenes of the play.

Explanation of puzzling features:
Perusing this edition sent me to Google and Wikipedia at nearly every other word, beginning with the title page.  It’s amazing to discover just how much we know today about 17th-century literary London: for instance, the J. Martyn and H. Herringman cited as publishers on the title page were prolific book publishers who sold their wares in the wide open area around St. Paul’s Church, where many booksellers had carts, and in the New Exchange, described by Robert Chambers in his Book of Days thusly:
At that time there was, on the south side of the Strand, a kind of bazaar called the New Exchange; the buildings of the Adelphi now cover its site. It was opened in 1608 by James I, who named it ‘Britain’s Burse,’ but in popular parlance it never received any other designation than the New Exchange. It consists of four rows or walks—two on the ground-floor, and two upstairs, each being lined with small shops, where all kinds of fancy articles were sold (July 10th).

The Duke of York’s Theatre was the Dorset Garden Theatre, built in 1671 and destroyed in 1709.  The Duke of York at the time was Charles II’s brother James, later to be king.  Both he and Charles were the patrons of theatrical companies, which were revived under Charles II’s rule after being driven underground by Cromwell and his Puritans during the Interregnum: this particular Hamlet, abridged as noted, would have been performed by James’ company at the Dorset Gardens Theatre (“Henry Herringman”; “Duke of York”; “Dorset Gardens Theatre”).
The guide words in the text that indicate the next page’s first word suggest that this edition was meant to be used by actors, who might need the cue before turning the page as they read through their lines, or possibly by theatregoers, who could bring this edition with them as they watched the play at Dorset Gardens Theatre, and follow along.  Renaissance paper might have been hard to flip through quickly, and a guide word would help orient a reader and playgoer who was following along in the text.  It seems like it would have been an annoyance – and pointless – to print guide words throughout the text for the casual reader.  I really cannot explain why the guide word “THE” was printed on the page preceding the cast list, and Google and Wikipedia are silent on this matter as well.
Also less Google/Wikipedia-able are the decisions that were made around the cast list itself.  I doubt these were Shakespeare’s choices, carried over from his notes; I’m assigning responsibility to the editor(s) of this edition.  
The editor(s) chose to include the name of one of the traveling players – Lucianus – though not the actor who played him.  The existence of the other players-within-the-play, and the actors who played them, are also missing.  The characters are listed in no discernible order that I can comprehend.  (I had thought to classify them by nobility, until I realized that Fortinbras was listed underneath Polonius.)  The two women who play Queen Gertrude and Ophelia, two of the most important characters in the play, are listed at the bottom, and Ophelia is described as “in love with Hamlet,” instead of “Daughter to Polonius,” though her brother Laertes is described as Polonius’ son.  Some of the characters get descriptions; some don’t.  Also interesting is that Osrick is described as a “fantastical Courtier” in this cast list, but not referred to by his name in the text of the play, when he finally makes his appearance.
Women had only recently been allowed access to the stage under Charles II, so I suppose the idea of actresses was still uncomfortable to dramatists, and they didn’t believe that women’s contributions to theatre were as important (“Women in the Theater after the Restoration”).  The play makes it clear that Ophelia is Polonius’ daughter, so perhaps the editor described her as “in love with Hamlet” to clarify her character’s actions.  As for Osrick, perhaps the cast list was sensationalized a bit to drum up interest in the show, and labeling him as a “fantastical courtier” seemed like a better sell than just another courtier in a list along with Rosencrantz and Guildenstern.
I can’t explain any of the other questions I raised with the order of the characters, but I would like to note that Hamlet, Mr. Betterman, and Ophelia, Mrs. Betterman, seem to have been married in real life; that intense “To a nunnery!” scene might have been uncomfortable!
Proposal for teaching the edition:
To teach this edition of Hamlet in conjunction with the modern version in the Norton Anthology, I would find it most interesting to focus on the puzzles presented by the cast list.  But first, I would share the first few pages with the class, including the first page of dialogue, and facilitate a discussion on how, why, and for whom the play was printed.  I think such a conversation would be helpful for students to understand that this play (and other Shakespearean plays) were meant to be viewed as performances, which is not as obvious as it sounds.  
Having asked students to have read at least half of the modern edition of Hamlet by the time of this exercise, I would ask them to examine the cast list of the 1676 edition, and work in groups, “noticing what [they] notice” (Blau 36), and writing their observations down.  I would then facilitate another discussion about the decisions made by the editor(s) of this edition, making my own uncertainty known to the class (and possibly hoping they could find some pattern that has eluded me).  Finally, I would ask students to write down their own casts of characters, including descriptions of the characters, for the play, based on their knowledge of it at that halfway point.  I would ask them to share their cast lists and descriptions, and explain their choices.  
I hope that teaching with this edition would help students think about the apparent choices that editors make when they prepare texts, and how these choices reflect the values of the text’s culture and time.  And I would want the cast list exercise to engender a good discussion about which characters are important to the play, or to them, and why, as a way for them to formalize their first reactions and interpretations of Hamlet.
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