Written exercise on early textual history and performance.
The Alchemist

The format of the first print edition of Ben Jonson’s ‘The Alchemist’ is a quarto, and the title page is as follows: THE | ALCHEMIST. | VVritten | by | Ben. Ionson. | - Neque, mevt mireetur turba, laboro: | Contentus paucis lectoribus. | [rule] | LONDON, | Printed by Thomas Snodham, for Walter Burre, | and are befold by Iohn Stepneth, at the | We∫t-end of Paules. | 1612. [1]

The earliest print edition was printed in 1612 by Thomas Snodham (1603 – 1625), who worked as a printer in London after apprenticing under Thomas East. [2] It was printed for Walter Burre (1597 – 1622), who apprenticed under Richard Watkins and published several of Ben Jonson’s works. [3] William Burre entered the earliest print edition of The Alchemist into the Stationer’s Register on the third of October in 1609 alongside ‘The Hands of Sir George Bucke. [4] A later print edition, printed in 1680, was printed by H. Hills, who was probably Henry Hills (1641 – 1688), who was the son of a rope maker and apprenticed under Simmons and Payne. [5]

In the 1612 earliest print edition there is a dedication, which is to Mary, Lady Wroth, who is the wife of Sir Robert Wroth and the niece of Sir Philip Sidney, and on the next page there is a note to the reader, [1] both of which only appear in the earliest print edition, and not in any of the later editions.

The Alchemist was first performed by the King’s Majesty’s Men in 1910, [6] with two of the later print editions including a list of the cast: Ric Burbadge, Jon Lowin, Hen Condel, Alex Cooke, Rob Armin, Jon Hemmings, Will Ostler, Jon Underwood, Nic Tooly, and Will Eglestone. [7] [8]

One of the later print editions, The Alchymist, was owned by William Barnes, who made hand written notes throughout the text, including huge lines and sections being crossed out and annotations. This edition also has several ornamentations in the first few pages, whereas the other two print editions have no ornamentations at all in the text. [8]

In all three print editions, there is a prologue, which is indented the same way in all editions, with every other line being indented. However, in the 1912 earliest print edition, the prologue is the only part of the text with indentations, [1] with the other two later editions having indentations throughout the text. In all three print editions ‘The Argument’ at the beginning of the play is laid out in such a way that it spells out ‘THE ALCHEMIST’. All three print editions have the first word of the next page printed in the bottom right corner of the page. [1] [7] [8]

The three print editions have different font type sizes for the act and scene markers. The 1912 earliest print edition has act and scene markers that are roughly twice the size of the font of bulk of the text with the numbers being slightly smaller and extending slightly below the line, [1] One of the later print editions, ‘The Alchymist’ has slightly larger font size for the act and scene marker than the earliest print edition, and the numbers are in equal size to the text, [8] and the third edition has act and scene markers almost three ties the size of the bulk of the text with the numbers being of equal size. [7]
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