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THE | ALCHEMIST. | VVritten | By | BEN JONSON. | ------ Neque, me vt miretur turba, laboro: | Contentus paucis lectoribus | [rule] | LONDON, | Printed by Thomas Snodham, for Walter Barre, | and are to be sold by John Stepneth, at the | West-end of Paules. | 1612. [printed in quarto form][footnoteRef:1] [1:  Early English Books Online, The Alchemist. VVritten by Ben Ionson, [Accessed 15/01/2021], p. 1. ] 


EARLY TEXTUAL HISTORY AND PERFORMANCE
Ben Jonson’s seminal work The Alchemist first appears in the Stationer’s Register on the 3rd October 1610, there being copyrighted by publisher Walter Burre along with three other texts, one of which being another of Jonson’s works, Volpone.[footnoteRef:2] Jonson had found previous success with his comedies Volpone, Poetaster, and Every Man in His Humour and had prior experience working with The King’s Men who staged this, along with many of Jonson’s other plays, throughout the majority of its early history. Despite this, it was not until 1612 that The Alchemist was first published as a single issue in quarto form by printer Thomas Snodham, under the copyright of Walter Burre and for distribution by bookseller John Stepneth. [footnoteRef:3] [footnoteRef:4] This initial quarto consisted of 48 unnumbered leaves and begins with a dedication to ‘Mary, Lady Wroth’.[footnoteRef:5] Mary Wroth was a poet in her own right, heralding from a noble and literary family including her aunt, writer and patron Mary Herbert, and her uncle, poet-courtier Sir Philip Sidney. This is followed by an open letter to the reader, and a poem entitled ‘To my friend, Mr Ben Jonson, upon his Alchemist’ by George Lucy.[footnoteRef:6] Lucy’s poem is equal parts congratulatory and cautious, praising Jonson’s work while simultaneously expounding the dangers of over confidence in one’s writing, creating a somewhat tongue-in-cheek tone and laying the ground for the comedy to follow.  [2:  Arber, A Transcript of the Stationers' Registers, p. 201. ]  [3:  Greg, W. W., A Bibliography of the English Printed Drama to the Restoration, 4 vols. (London: Oxford University Press for the Bibliographical Society, 1939-1959), p. 440, 1499, 1546, 1548.]  [4:  McKerrow, R. B., A Dictionary of Printers and Booksellers in England, Scotland, and Ireland, and of Foreign Printers of English Books, 1557-1640, (Oxford: The Bibliographical Society, 1910; repr. 1968), p. 56, 250, 251, 258.]  [5:  The Alchemist. VVritten by Ben Ionson, p. 2-3.]  [6:  The Alchemist. VVritten by Ben Ionson, p. 3-4.] 

The play was again published in 1616, this time as part of a folio collection of Jonson’s works by printer and publisher William Stansby to be sold by Richard Meighen.[footnoteRef:7] Stansby later had the copyrights of Thomas Snodham written over to him on the 23rd February 1625 by Snodham’s widow.[footnoteRef:8] Then on the 4th July 1635 had the copies of Walter Burre, including The Alchemist, signed over to him and dated back to 10th June 1621.[footnoteRef:9] This was in direct response to Burre’s widow signing away three of Jonson’s plays to John Spencer, Burre’s apprentice of 9 years, on the 3rd July 1630.[footnoteRef:10] [footnoteRef:11] Jonson’s works were, again, published as a posthumous folio in 1640 - now printed by the new owner of William Stansby’s business, Richard Bishop, and sold by Andrew Crooke.[footnoteRef:12] [footnoteRef:13] This edition is considered to be subpar, despite its contents being more extensive than the previous, due to its incomplete nature and the belief that Jonson’s executor chose to publish all of the unfinished and unpolished works.[footnoteRef:14] Moreover, the folio contained two volumes, a decision not uncommon but that can be seen as a ploy to gain more money rather than for the good of the text and the ease of the reader. A third folio was published by Henry Herringman, along with five other publishers, in 1692 and printed by Thomas Hodgkin, combining the previous folio’s two volumes into a single piece.[footnoteRef:15] [footnoteRef:16] [footnoteRef:17] This version of the text was far more commercial, being sold by ‘most booksellers in London’ and being advertised in The Gentleman’s Journal.[footnoteRef:18] Due to this, there is heavy criticism of this folio edition too. [7:  Greg, p. 441, 1547.]  [8:  McKerrow, p. 250, 251, 256.]  [9:  Arber, p. 316.]  [10:  Loewenstein, J., Ben Jonson and Possessive Authorship, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002), p. 197.]  [11:  McKerrow, p. 252, 253]  [12:  Greg, p. 441, 442, 1495. ]  [13:  Plomer, H. R., A Dictionary of the Booksellers and Printers Who Were at Work in England, Scotland, and Ireland from 1641-1667, (Oxford: The Bibliographical Society, 1907; repr. 1968), p. 25.]  [14:  Harp, R. L., Harp, R., and Stewart, S., The Cambridge Companion to Ben Jonson, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), p. 181]  [15:  Greg, p. 442. ]  [16:  Early English Books Online, The Works of Ben Jonson which were formerly printed in two volumes, are now reprinted in one: to which is added a comedy called The New Inn: with additions never before published,  [Accessed 20/01/2021].]  [17:  Lockwood, T., The Works of Ben Jonson (1692): Textual Essay, p. 3.]  [18:  Lockwood, p. 2.] 

While the play was first run by the King’s Majesty’s Servants at the Blackfriars playhouse sometime between February and July 1610 – theatres having closed for the rest of the year due to frequent outbreaks of plague – the first documented performance was launched at an Oxford theatre in September 1610.[footnoteRef:19] The play was likely written with Blackfriars and similar venues in mind, its design echoing a room in London with a crowded audience and a small stage occupied by elite patrons viewing the performance.[footnoteRef:20] This layout, while fairly common for playhouses, was a relatively unique one to write for – the majority of plays taking place outside of London, either due to the Greco-Roman revival or, specifically with satires, to remove the social commentary from its true setting. Jonson, however, was quick to assert that despite its farcical and satirical nature, The Alchemist is not a specific commentary, and therefore its London setting was free from the dangers of scrutiny that Jonson had come under with previous works.  [19:  Munro, L., The Alchemist: Stage History, p. 1.]  [20:  Munro, p. 1. ] 

Following its publishing, The Alchemist is next recorded being played at court during a run of six plays in the winter of 1612-1613.[footnoteRef:21] It is of note that play runs in Jacobean and Caroline Britain consisted of a revolving series of plays across a week or weeks as opposed to a single show running each day.[footnoteRef:22] The 1616 version of the text contains a rare surviving list of ‘principal comedians’, presumably these actors performed in the earliest versions of the play as well as in shows contemporary with the publishing.[footnoteRef:23] Actors such as John Lowin were frequent players in Jonson’s works and characters were likely written with actors somewhat in mind. While the casting choices were not recorded formally, annotations found hand-written in a copy of the play suggest that Lowin, known as a tall, large man of formidable and proud stature, played Epicure Mammon for the duration of his time in the Kings Majesty’s Servants, not changing roles between runs.[footnoteRef:24] This is likely due to the show-stealing potential of a character like Mammon and the prowess Lowin held within his field, as well as the assertion that the part was written for Lowin to play.  [21:  Munro, p. 2. ]  [22:  Munro, p. 4. ]  [23:  Greg, p. 1265.  ]  [24:  Munro, p. 3. ] 

The Alchemist was by all accounts Jonson’s most performed drama in both the 17th and 18th Centuries with further reports of the play being run on the 1st January 1623; 1st December 1631; 21st January 1638; and 18th May 1639.[footnoteRef:25] [footnoteRef:26] During the 1638 run Jasper Mayne, a clergyman and dramatist, praised repeat viewings of the play as having “laughed [one] into virtue”.[footnoteRef:27] However there were also contemporary critics of the play, with reports of audiences hissing and claims that the characters were more caricature than literary.[footnoteRef:28] [footnoteRef:29] Despite differing public opinions, the lasting effects of Jonson’s comedy can be seen in further comedic folly as, in 1653, Richard Brome’s The City Wit is described as having “Jonsonian structures and motifs” directly lifted from The Alchemist and there was consistent contemporary reference to The Alchemist’s characters, particularly Subtle, Face, and Dol, until the end of the 17th Century.[footnoteRef:30] [footnoteRef:31] [25:  Harp, Harp, Stewart, p. 195.]  [26:  Munro, p. 2. ]  [27:  Harp, Harp, Stewart, p. 194.]  [28:  Munro, p. 2.]  [29:  Harp, Harp, Stewart, p. 194.]  [30:  Munro, p. 5.]  [31:  Harp, Harp, Stewart, p. 195. ] 

The Alchemist has had a consistent place in the discussion of renaissance drama since its completion and first performances in 1610 and is regarded as Jonson’s most popular work.[footnoteRef:32] In its earliest years, its printed forms were as popular as its performances. Despite the drop in print quality and popularity following Jonson’s death in August 1638, the play went on to be a consistently esteemed and well-loved piece of comedy and drama performed throughout London and beyond.  [32:  Harp, Harp, Stewart, p. 194.] 
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