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Written Exercise on Early Textual History and Performance 

THE | ALCHEMIST. | WRITTEN | by | BEN. IONSON. | [rule] Neque, me vt miretur turba, laboro: | Contentus paucis lectoribus. | [rule] | LONDON, | Printed by Thomas Snodham, for Walter Burre, | and are to be ƒold by Iohn Stepneth, at the | West-end of Paules. | 1612.

This early edition was formatted in quarto (Q).


According to the English Renaissance Drama: A Norton Anthology, it was on the 3rd of October 1610, that The Alchemist was entered in the Stationers’ Register for it to be then published in 1612 in quarto format, which also featured a dedication to Mary, Lady Wroth, one of the first reputable female British poets. However, it is also believed that in his later folio editions published in 1616, Jonson revised this text “as the result of a kind of censorship,” which resulted in the few alterations to be “convincingly authorial.”[footnoteRef:1]  [1:  Katherine Eisaman Maus, “The Alchemist”, in English Renaissance Drama: A Norton Anthology, ed. by David Bevington and Eric Rasmussen (New York: W. W. Norton & Company, Inc., 2002), p.958.] 

	A Transcript of the Registers of the Company of Stationers of London 1554 – 1640 shows that Walter Burre entered the 1610 entry, possibly as permission for the performance itself.[footnoteRef:2] There are two more entries, one on the 3rd of July 1930, under John Spencer,[footnoteRef:3] and another on July 4th, 1635 (entered under the hand of Walter Burre and master Mathew Lownes), which requested for the court to grant their copies – possibly – permission to publication as there is evidence of editions printed on these dates.[footnoteRef:4] [2:  Edward Arber, A Transcript of the Registers of the Company of Stationers of London 1554 – 1640, vol 3, (Gloucester: Gloucester Mass, 1967), p.201.]  [3:  Edward Arber, A Transcript of the Registers of the Company of Stationers of London 1554 – 1640, vol 4, (Gloucester: Gloucester Mass, 1967), p.238.]  [4:  Edward Arber, A Transcript of the Registers of the Company of Stationers of London 1554 – 1640, vol 4, (Gloucester: Gloucester Mass, 1967), p.342.] 

Furthermore, A Bibliography of the English Printed Drama to Restoration records that other editions were printed, including one on June 10th, 1612, and July 30th, 1630—both by Walter Burre—and an edition in 1640 printed by Richard Bishop.[footnoteRef:5] It is possible that since these editions were not in the register, they may not have been printed under a legal licence, or perhaps the information has been lost over time. However, it is important to note that, according to W. W. Greg, even if copies found their way into the register, it does not necessarily mean that they “received less than the due measure of allowance,” as not many have the information to state whether they had an entrance on behalf of the Stationers Company.[footnoteRef:6] [5:  W. W. Greg, A Bibliography of the English Printed Drama to the Restoration, (Oxford: The University Press, 1939), pp.440-442.]  [6:   W. W. Greg, Some Aspects and Problems of London Publishing between 1550 and 1650, The Lyell Lectures, Oxford, Trinity Term, 1995 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1956),p.41.] 

	The play was meant to be first performed at the Blackfriars in 1610 at a “former monastic refectory which had been leased by the King’s Men as an indoor playhouse since 1608,” it is also said that Jonson acquired a house in Blackfriars in 1607.[footnoteRef:7] However, this never happened due to an epidemic of the plague, yet evidence suggests that the play still took place on a tour in Oxford in September of the same year.[footnoteRef:8] Ten actors in King’s Men (who employed Jonson as a playwright and actor) played the male parts, which Jonson listed as the “principal Comedians.” Whose names are Richard Burbage as Face; John Lowin as Mammon; John Heminges as Subtle; Henry Condel as Surly; William Ostler as Lovewit; William Edlestone as Kastril; Robert Arnub as Drugger; Nicholas Tooley as Tribulation Wholesone; Alexander Cooke as Ananias; and John Underwood as Dapper. Unfortunately, the boy apprentice who played the female parts is unknown.[footnoteRef:9] It is also believed that this was Jonson's only play “to provide material for the ‘drolls’ or farces made up from comic scenes,” which wasn’t as common during this period.[footnoteRef:10] Plays were often on bare stages, and dialect was the primary way for the audience to know what, where, and when scenes occurred.  [7:  Seab McEvoy, Ben Jonson, Renaissance Dramatist, (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2008), p.96.]  [8:  F. H. Mares, “Introduction”, in The Alchemist by Ben Jonson, ed by F. H. Mares (London: Methuen & Co LTD, 1967), p.xvii. ]  [9:  F. H. Mares, “Introduction”, in The Alchemist by Ben Jonson, ed by F. H. Mares (London: Methuen & Co LTD, 1967), pp.lxii-lxiii. ]  [10:   F. H. Mares, “Introduction”, in The Alchemist by Ben Jonson, ed by F. H. Mares (London: Methuen & Co LTD, 1967), p.lxvi.] 

	The author, Ben Jonson, lived from June 1572, the son of a Clergyman who died before his birth, until his death in August 1637, and is buried in an upright position in Westminster Abbey.[footnoteRef:11] Jonson received a classical education at Westminster School under the guidance of William Camden. While he did not attend university, his education is reflected in his work as a poet and actor. He became an actor in 1597 under the Earl of Pembroke’s company and became a playwright.[footnoteRef:12] During the creation of his play The Alchemist, he is said to have been “living under the patronage of noblemen, firstly Sir Robert Townshend and the Lord Aubigny.”[footnoteRef:13] Jonson believed comedies were there to correct errors and vices and educate the audience through “fair correctives.” To this end, it is thought that the play was inspired by “superstition, [which] had an obvious relation to the gold fever,” where he tries to provide examples of the inability to moderate one's desire for material wealth, which may be a reflection that period as it is said that Queen Elizabeth allowed the experimentation of alchemy to create gold to fund her navy.[footnoteRef:14] [11:  Sean McEvoy, Ben Jonson, Renaissance Dramatist, (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2008), pp.3-6.]  [12:  Sean McEvoy, Ben Jonson, Renaissance Dramatist, (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2008), p.3.]  [13:  Sean McEvoy, Ben Jonson, Renaissance Dramatist, (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2008), p.4.]  [14: L. C. Knights, Drama & Society in the Age of Jonson, (London: Chatto & Windus, 1962), p.124.] 

	Walter Burre is believed to have had a strong reputation as an Elizabethan and Jacobean drama publisher.[footnoteRef:15] As the son of a yeoman of South Mimms, Burre apprenticed to Richard Walkins, stationer of London, between June 4th, 1587, and June 25th, 1596. He became a bookseller between 1597 and 1622 and owned a bookshop in Flower-de-Luce in St. Paul’s Churchyard from 1597-1601.[footnoteRef:16] He also occupied a bookshop under The Crane's sign between 1603 and 1621 and died a year later on December 13th, 1622. The Crane was located in Paul Cross’s Churchyard but was initially occupied by Lucus Harrison between 1533 and 1539. It changed hands multiple times before Burre, and during this time, it split into two frontages, one of which was named The Black Bear.[footnoteRef:17]  Overall, it is said that Burre owned full or partial rights to The Alchemist by January 1615 and was interested in Jonson’s proposed folio collection.[footnoteRef:18] [15:  William Sherman, “The Alchemist in The Cambridge Edition of the Works of Ben Jonson”, Cambridge University Press, 2012 < The Alchemist: Textual Essay | The Cambridge Works of Ben Jonson (universitypublishingonline.org)> [accessed 19 September 2024].]  [16:  H. G. Aldis and others, 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 (London: The Bibliographical Society, 1968), p.56.]  [17:  Peter W. M. Blayney, The Bookshops in Paul’s Cross Churchyard, (London: Bibliographical Society, 1990), pp. 26-27.]  [18:  James K Bracken, “Books from William Stansby’s Printing House, and Jonson’s Folio of 1616”, The Library, 6.1 (1988), 18-29 (p.20) < https://doi.org/10.1093/library/s6-X.1.18>.] 

	Another bookseller mentioned, John Stepneth, son of Frauncis Stepney of Hatfield, was in the trade between 1609 and 1612 in London, also under the sign The Crane at the West End of St. Paul. Yet before that, he was an apprentice to George Seton for eight years after the 25th of March 1595.[footnoteRef:19] [19:  H. G. Aldis and others, 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 (London: The Bibliographical Society, 1968), p.258.] 

As a printer, it is said that Thomas Snodham became one of the prolific printers of music during Jacobean England.[footnoteRef:20] According to Records of the Court of the Stationers’ Company 1602-1640, he was one of the few to be granted the legal right to open two presses in 1615.[footnoteRef:21] Snodham was a printer in London from 1603 until he died in 1625 when it is believed that he “died probably of the plague in the autumn.” Before then, he was an apprentice to Thomas East in London, whose copyrights he took over after his master died.[footnoteRef:22] [20:  William Sherman, “The Alchemist in The Cambridge Edition of the Works of Ben Jonson”, Cambridge University Press, 2012 < The Alchemist: Textual Essay | The Cambridge Works of Ben Jonson (universitypublishingonline.org)> [accessed 19 September 2024].]  [21:  William A. Jackson, Record of the Courts of the Stationers’ Company 1602-1640, (London: Bibliographic Society, 1957), p.75.]  [22:  H. G. Aldis and others, 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 (London: The Bibliographical Society, 1968), pp.250-251.] 

William Stansby was a printer in London between 1597 and 1639 at Cross Keys in St. Paul’s Wharf. Stansby was the son of Richard Stansby of Exeter. He was apprenticed to John Windet, a stationer of London, for seven years, starting from Christmas 1590. After that, he was a freeman from 7 January 1597 and partnered with his former master until Windet died in 1615.[footnoteRef:23] According to the entry, Stansby “never appears to have held any office in the Company, but he is frequently mentioned in the wills of other stationers”. He is said to have been “a man of considerable position in the trade,” which seems evident because he was transferred all the rights of Thomas Snodham by Snodhams widow on February 23rd, 1626. However, Stansby died between 1638 and the beginning of 1639, with his widow assigning his rights to George Bishop.[footnoteRef:24] [23:  H. G. Aldis and others, 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 (London: The Bibliographical Society, 1968), p.256.]  [24:  H.G Aldis and others, 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 (London: The Bibliographical Society, 1968), p.256.] 

	As the printer of the 1640 edition of The Alchemist, Richard Bishop was located in St. Paul's Wharf between 1631 and 1653. It is said that he “[t]ook up his freedom from March 29th, 1637,” when he bought the business of William Stansby for seven hundred pounds in 1634.[footnoteRef:25] [25:  Henry R. Plomer, A Dictionary of Printers and Booksellers in England, Scotland and Ireland from 1641 to 1667, (Oxford: The Bibliographical Society, 1968), p,23.] 
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