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Early Textual and Performance History of The Alchemist
The earliest printed edition of The Alchemist is dated from 1612.[footnoteRef:1] [1: Ben Jonson, ‘The Alchemist’, in English Renaissance Drama: A Norton Anthology, ed. by, David Bevington and others (New York: W. W. Norton, 2002), pp. 861-959 (p. 958).] 

The title page of the book appears thus:
THE | ALCHEMIST. | VVritten | by | BEN. IONSON. | ---Neque, me vt miretur turba, laboro: | Contentus paucis lectoribus. | [rule] | LONDON, | Printed by Thomas Snodham, for Walter Burre, | and are to be ſold by Iohn Stepneth, at the | Weſt-end of Paules. | 1612.[footnoteRef:2] [2: Ben Jonson, The Alchemist (London: Printed by Thomas Snodham, for Walter Burre, and are to be ſold by Iohn Stepneth, at the weſt-end of Paules, 1612) <https://search-proquest-com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/eebo/docview/2240888531/64E5340432DA4E30PQ/1?accountid=130472> [Accessed 14th January 2021].] 

It was printed in quarto by Thomas Snodham (Printer).[footnoteRef:3] Its collation is made up of the signatures A-M4 (missing out J to avoid confusion)[footnoteRef:4] in which, A-A4v consists of the introductory material before the play begins on B.[footnoteRef:5] There is also evidence of catchwords along the bottom of each page of the play in order to aid the binding process, such as “Piteouſly” on BI-BIv.[footnoteRef:6] [3: W. W. Greg, A Bibliography of the English Printed Drama to the Restoration, 4 vols (London: Oxford University Press for the Bibliographical Society, 1939-59), I (1939), p. 440.]  [4: Jonson, The Alchemist, pp. I4r-K1v.
Sarah Werner, ‘Deciphering Signature Marks’, (7th August 2012) <https://sarahwerner.net/blog/2012/08/deciphering-signature-marks/> [Accessed 16th January 2021].]  [5: Greg, I, p. 441.]  [6: Jonson, The Alchemist, pp. BIr-BIv.] 

Thomas Snodham (d.1625)[footnoteRef:7] was responsible for the printing of The Alchemist in quarto for Walter Burre, as described in the book’s imprint, and was set up in the parish of St.Botolph without Aldersgate.[footnoteRef:8] His 1613 printer’s device is listed in Greg’s Bibliography[footnoteRef:9] and subsequent devices in other books of his appear to be of a swan surrounded by a decorative oval boarder.[footnoteRef:10] Nevertheless, a printer’s device does not appear in The Alchemist.[footnoteRef:11] [7: Thomas Snodham, [Printer’s Device of Thomas Snodham] (London: Excudebat Tho. Snodham, impensis Iohannis Pyper, 1620) <https://search-proquest-com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/books/printers-device-thomas-snodham/docview/2240890544/se-2?accountid=130472> [Accessed 18th January 2021].]  [8: A Dictionary of Printers and Booksellers in England, Scotland and Ireland, and of Foreign Printers of English Books 1557-1640, ed. by, R. B. McKerrow (Oxford: The Bibliographical Society, 1910; repr. 1968), p. 250.]  [9: Greg, III (1957), p. 1546.]  [10: Thomas Snodham, Printer’s Device.
Englands Helicon: Or The Mvses Harmony, ed. by, Richard More (London: Printed [by Thomas Snodham] for Richard More, and are to be ſould at his Shop in S. Dunſtanes Church-yard, 1614) <https://archive.org/details/englandshelicono00bode> [Accessed 18th January 2021].]  [11: Jonson, The Alchemist, p. A1r.] 

In turn, bookseller Walter Burre (d.1622)[footnoteRef:12] paid sixpence to enter “The Alchymist” into the Stationer’s Register on the 3rd October 1610[footnoteRef:13] (as was the consistent payment for such entries at the time).[footnoteRef:14] It was granted a licence by “G. Bucke”[footnoteRef:15] – likely Sir George Bucke who was the Master of the Revels during this period.[footnoteRef:16] From 1604 Burre was set up in The Crane in St.Paul’s Churchyard, not far from Snodham.[footnoteRef:17] He was essentially the publisher for The Alchemist and several other of Jonson’s plays, maintaining the rights to publish them until his death in 1622.[footnoteRef:18] It was only in 1630 that the rights of Jonson’s plays, hitherto held by Burre’s widow, were given over to John Spencer[footnoteRef:19] – his former apprentice.[footnoteRef:20] Even so, Burre seems to have wanted to transfer the rights to William Stansby, printer and publisher to the 1616 folio of Jonson’s Workes[footnoteRef:21], in the June of 1621 over a year before he died.[footnoteRef:22] Despite the little evidence in the Stationer’s Register for the meaning of this decision, it has been hypothesised that it arose in August 1615 via an undisclosed dispute between the two.[footnoteRef:23] This argument was probably over the printing of Jonson’s Workes by Stansby, which had commenced without the consent of Burre earlier that year.[footnoteRef:24] According to David L. Gants and Tom Lockwood the subsequent settlement may have involved a separate disagreement over Sir Walter Ralegh’s History of the World, of which the first edition been suppressed: [12: McKerrow, p. 56.]  [13: A Transcript of the Registers of the Company of Stationers of London: 1554-1640 A.D., ed. by, Edward Arber, 5 vols (London: Privately Printed, 1875-77), III (1876), p. 445.]  [14: A Transcript of the Registers of the Company of Stationers of London: 1554-1640 A.D., ed. by, Edward Arber, 5 vols (London: Privately Printed, 1875-77), II (1875), p. 13 <https://babel.hathitrust.org/cgi/pt?id=coo.31924092496037&view=1up&seq=27> [Accessed 15th January 2021].]  [15: Greg, I, p. 440.]  [16: Richard Dutton, ‘Patronage, Politics, and the Master of the Revels, 1622-1640: The Case of Sir John Astley’, in English Literary Renaissance, 20 (Spring 1990), pp. 287-319, p. 287 <https://www.jstor.org/stable/43447727> [Accessed 16th January 2021].]  [17: McKerrow, p. 56.]  [18: McKerrow, p. 56.]  [19: McKerrow, p. 56.]  [20: McKerrow, p. 252.]  [21: Greg, III, p. 1547.]  [22: Arber, IV (1877), p. 342.]  [23: David L. Gants and Tom Lockwood, ‘The Printing and Publishing of Ben Jonson’s Works’, in The Cambridge Edition of the Works of Ben Jonson Online, 2021, <https://universitypublishingonline.org/cambridge/benjonson/k/essays/printing_publishing_essay/> [Accessed 18th January 2021].]  [24: Mark Bland, ‘“Invisible Dangers”: Censorship and the Subversion of Authority in Early Modern England’, in The Papers of the Bibliographical Society of America, 90 (June 1996) pp. 151-193 (p. 188) <https://www.jstor.org/stable/24304842> [Accessed 19th January 2021].] 

“(In a) scenario proposed by Bland (…) Stansby might then have agreed to print a limited number of copies of a new edition of the History (…) in exchange for limited rights to Burre's seven plays. Apparently the dispute over the Ralegh volume lingered until 1621, at which time a final accord was presumably reached, including full transfer to Stansby of the rights to Burre's plays (…) after Burre's death.”[footnoteRef:25] [25: Gants and Lockwood, 2021.] 

Strangely, the transference of the plays to Stansby was only registered in 1635 via a dated note in Burre’s handwriting,[footnoteRef:26]  illustrating why they were handed over to Spencer in the first place. Though the validity of the note could be speculative, [footnoteRef:27] the copies were evidently transferred as by this point Stansby’s business had been bought by Richard Bishop,[footnoteRef:28] who was then responsible for the re-print of the Workes in 1640.[footnoteRef:29] [26: Arber, IV, p. 342.]  [27: Joseph Loewenstein, Ben Jonson and Possessive Authorship (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002), p.197 < https://www.google.co.uk/books/edition/Ben_Jonson_and_Possessive_Authorship/A_0zSaYp7mQC?hl=en&gbpv=0> [Accessed 19th January 2021].]  [28: Henry R. Plomer, A Dictionary of the Booksellers and Printers Who Were At Work in England, Scotland and Ireland from 1641 to 1667 (Oxford: The Bibliographical Society, 1907; repr. 1968), p. 25.]  [29: Greg, I, 441-2.] 

John Stepneth (d.1613),[footnoteRef:30] bookseller, was also based in The Crane in St. Paul’s, making his association with Burre easy.[footnoteRef:31]  Naturally, he was responsible for selling the printed copies of The Alchemist until his death.[footnoteRef:32] [30: Gants and Lockwood, 2021.]  [31: McKerrow, p. 258.]  [32: Jonson, The Alchemist, p. A1r.] 

Finally, Stansby (d.1638),[footnoteRef:33] a publisher and printer, is listed in Greg’s Bibliography as having a device (1618),[footnoteRef:34] yet seems to have several different variants.[footnoteRef:35] The listed device is possibly that which appears on the title page of TEXNOГAMIA for John Parker.[footnoteRef:36] In later works of Shakespeare’s his device becomes uniform, having the same bird print on each.[footnoteRef:37] A device of his or otherwise is not easily noticeable on the 1616 edition of The Workes of Beniamin Jonson.[footnoteRef:38] [33: William Stansby, [Device and Imprint of William Stansby with the Motto, "Dela Mia Morte Eterna Vita i Vivo: Semper Eadem"] (London: Typis Gul. Stansby, pro Nathaniele Buttero, 1600) <https://search-proquest-com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/books/device-imprint-william-stansby-with-motto-dela/docview/2240866799/se-2?accountid=130472> [Accessed 18th January 2021].]  [34: Greg, III, p. 1547.]  [35: Stansby, Device and Imprint.
William Stansby, [Shield Device with Motto "Sursum" and Imprint of William Stansby] (London: Apud Guilielmum Stansby, 1621) <https://search-proquest-com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/books/shield-device-with-motto-sursum-imprint-william/docview/2248523596/se-2?accountid=130472> [Accessed 18th January 2021].]  [36: Barten Holyday, TEXNOГAMIA: Or The Marriages of the Arts. A Comedie (London: Printed by William Stansby for Iohn Parker, and are to be ſold at his ſhop in Pauls Church yard at the ſigne of the Ball, 1618) <https://archive.org/details/technogamiaormar00holy/page/n5/mode/2up> [Accessed 18th January 2021].]  [37: Will. Shakeſpeare, A Wittie and Pleasant Comedie Called The Taming of the Shrew (London: Printed by W[illiam].S[tansby]. for Iohn Smethwicke, and are to be ſold at his Shop in Saint Dunʃtones Church-yard vnder the Diall, 1631) p. A1r <https://archive.org/details/wittiepleasantco00shak> [Accessed 19th January 2021].
William Shakespeare, Loues Labours loſt: A Wittie and Pleasant Comedie (London: Printed by W[illiam].S[tansby]. for Iohn Smethwicke, and are to be ſold at his Shop in Saint Dunʃtones Church-yard vnder the Diall, 1631), p. A1r <https://archive.org/details/loueslabourslost00shak> [Accessed 19th January 2021].
William Shakespeare, The Tragedy of Hamlet: Prince of Denmarke (London: Printed by W[illiam].S[tansby]. for Iohn Smethwicke, and are to be ſold at his Shop in Saint Dunʃtans Church-yard in Fleetʃtreet: Vnder the Diall, 1625), p. A1r <https://archive.org/details/tragedyofhamletp00shak_1> [Accessed 19th January 2021].]  [38: Ben Jonson, The Workes of Beniamin Jonson (London: Printed by W: Stansby, and are to be ʃould by Rich: Meighen, 1616-40), p. 3EI <https://search-proquest-com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/books/workes-beniamin-ionson/docview/2240922515/se-2?accountid=130472> [Accessed 14th January 2021].] 

The Alchemist next appears in the 1616 folio of Jonson’s collected Workes.[footnoteRef:39] In the opinion of Joseph Loewenstein, Jonson was heavily involved in the alteration of his plays,[footnoteRef:40] reputing that Jonson had “unusual concern”[footnoteRef:41] regarding their printing. He also states that his involvement could explain the significant delay from Burre’s licence in 1610 to the quarto being published in 1612, as well as the delay in the printing of the folio.[footnoteRef:42] [39: Greg, I, p. 441.]  [40: Loewenstein, pp. 190-2.]  [41: Loewenstein, p. 192.]  [42: Loewenstein, pp. 190-2.] 

Certainly, there are differences in the collation of the play between these editions, yet there are several significant editorial changes in the 1616 edition such as, the addition of the cast list for The Alchemist,[footnoteRef:43] the inclusion of stage directions,[footnoteRef:44] as well as the omission of George Lacy’s dedication to Jonson’s “Alchemiʃt”.[footnoteRef:45] [43: Lucy Munro, ‘The Alchemist: Stage History’, in The Cambridge Edition of the Works of Ben Jonson Online, 2021, pp. 1-45 (p. 2) <https://universitypublishingonline.org/cambridge/benjonson/k/essays/stage_history_Alchemist/1/> [Accessed 16th January 2021].]  [44: William Sherman, ‘The Alchemist: Textual Essay’, in The Cambridge Edition of the Works of Ben Jonson Online, 2021 <https://universitypublishingonline.org/cambridge/benjonson/k/essays/Alchemist_textual_essay/> [Accessed 18th January 2021].]  [45: Jonson, The Alchemist, p. A4v.
The Workes of Beniamin Jonson, pp. ¶ 3-A1v.] 

In spite of this, David Bevington asserts that the textual differences in the quarto of 1612 and the folio of 1616 (revised by the author himself)[footnoteRef:46] do not alter the understanding and interpretation of the play, although there is some evidence of censorship taking place.[footnoteRef:47] This view is shared by William Sherman who also claims that the heaviest revisions in the text of further editions were to do with grammatical errors and printing.[footnoteRef:48] [46: Bevington, p. 958.]  [47: Bevington, p. 958.]  [48: William Sherman, 2021.] 

The Alchemist was first performed in 1610 by the “Kings Maiesties Seruants” with the “principall Comœdians” listed as “RIC. BVRBADGE.”, “IOH. LOWIN.”, “HEN. CONDEL.”, “ALEX. COOKE.”, “ROB. ARMIN.”, “IOH. HEMINGS.”, “WILL. OSTLER.”, “IOH. VNDERWOOD.”, “NIC. TOOLY.”, and “WILL. EGLESTONE.” [footnoteRef:49] [49: Greg, III, p. 1265.] 

Though no specific roles are given to these names, it is the opinion of Lucy Munro that Armin could have been cast as Drugger due to the line: “‘did you never see me play the fool?’”, given that he was the company’s principal player for fools and clowns.[footnoteRef:50] The casting lists for later performances are likely the closest that one can get to the roles of each of the actors in 1610, listing Burbadge as Subtle, Lowin as Mammon and Condell as Surly.[footnoteRef:51] [50: Munro, p. 2.]  [51: Munro, p. 3.] 

The earliest recorded performance for The Alchemist took place in Oxford in the September of 1610 after the closure of the London theatres – once again due to the plague.[footnoteRef:52] On the other hand, it is reputed by Siobhan Keenan that it may have premiered in the indoor Second Blackfriars theatre much earlier in the year, [footnoteRef:53] as the theatres were open for a short time from February to July.[footnoteRef:54] [52: Munro, pp. 1-2.]  [53: Siobhan Keenan, Acting Companies and their Plays Shakespeare’s London (London: Bloomsbury, 2014) pp. 112-3 <https://www.google.co.uk/books/edition/Acting_Companies_and_Their_Plays_in_Shak/qNtgBwAAQBAJ?hl=en&gbpv=1&kptab=sideways> [Accessed 16th January 2021].]  [54: Munro, p. 1.] 

It has been alleged that the play was written specifically for Blackfriars due to several factors: one being the new acquisition of the theatre by the King’s Majesty’s Servants[footnoteRef:55] and another being the clues within the lines themselves intimating that Lovewit’s house is in Blackfriars.[footnoteRef:56] Keenan also considers Jonson’s relationship between the setting of the play and the space on the stage, explaining that Lovewit’s home is “analogous to the theatre”, thus encouraging the Renaissance audience to see the action as “‘occurring in the immediate present’” and therefore as “an extension and reflection of their own world and its vices”.[footnoteRef:57] [55: Munro, p. 1.]  [56: Keenan, p. 113.]  [57: Keenan, p. 113.] 

The Alchemist was able to return to the Blackfriars stage possibly “as early as November”,[footnoteRef:58] despite the ongoing plague pandemic, and went on to become immensely popular on the stage.[footnoteRef:59] This is to be contrasted with its success as a book, however, which from its first edition in 1612 was not to be published outside of a collection again until 1709.[footnoteRef:60] [58: Munro, p. 1.]  [59: Sherman, 2021.]  [60: Sherman, 2021.] 
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