Ben Jonson was a 17th century playwrite and author, he is somewhat overshadowed by Shakespear in the modern pop culture view. His most famous and well known work is a comedic play called “The Alchemist.” The play is about a trio of conmen, Face, Subtle, and Dol. who through various methods persuade their victims that they are alchemists, capable of magic, through the course of the play they dupe a series of characters with their schemes.[footnoteRef:1]  The early history of this publication is interesting and it illuminates the way that plays were preformed and published in the 1600s. This is an overview of the work and its early publication in the early part of the 17th century using primary source evidence.   [1:  Ben, Jonson. 2025. ‘The Alchemist’, Gutenberg.org https://www.gutenberg.org/cache/epub/4081/pg4081-images.html  [accessed 7 April 2025]] 

One of the key parts of understanding a book from this period is its first page. This is Bibliographic description of the first printing of “The Alchemist” from 1612. Although the play was first performed in 1610 it was not printed until two years after the initial performance. 
The play was originally preformed by the Kings Men, a noted theatre production company which preformed many of the plays of Ben Jonson, and William Shakespear. 
Bibliographic Description:
|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.|
The book is made of paper folded in a 4to (Quatro), that is a full sheet of paper folded to form eight pages, four leafs, of paper. 
The First appearance of “The Alchemist” by Ben Jonson was when it was entered into the Stationers’ Register in 1610. The play was entered into the register by Walter Burre on the 3rd of Octobris (October)[footnoteRef:2] of that year. It was entered into the register as “The Alchymist” Walter Burre. He was entered by Sir George Bucke.  [2:  Edward Arber, A Transcript of the Registers of the Company of Stationers of London : 1554-1640 A.D. (Peter Smith, 1967) p.303 ] 

Although the book was entered into the Stationer’s register in 1610.[footnoteRef:3] It was not actually printed for sale until 1612[footnoteRef:4]. It was sold by Walter Burre a London based Bookseller and member of the Stationer’s Company. [3:  Arber, Transcript of the Registers, (1967) p.303 ]  [4:  Arber, Transcript of the Registers, (1967) p.303 ] 

Walter Burre was an important bookseller who had how shop in St. Paul’s Cross Churchyard. In the Sign of the Crane. He occupied this store at the time he entered this work into the Stationer’s register. He was the sole occupier of this show from 1603-1621.[footnoteRef:5] Prior to this he had his shop in the Flour-de-lis (and Crown).[footnoteRef:6]  [5:  Blayney, Peter W. M, and Bibliographical Society, The Bookshops in Paul’s Cross Churchyard (Bibliographical Society, 1990) p.27]  [6:   Blayney, Peter W. M, and Bibliographical Society, The Bookshops in Paul’s Cross Churchyard (Bibliographical Society, 1990) p. 68] 

Walter Burre held exclusive selling rights and the original run of print was done by Thomas Snodham, a printer who specialised in music printing, although he did print other works.[footnoteRef:7] Thomas Snodham printed with a device he probably inherited from his uncle Thomas East. Snodham’s device is as follows. [7:  John Morehen, ‘Thomas Snodham, and the Printing of William Byrd’s Psalmes, Songs, and Sonnets (1611)’, Transactions of the Cambridge Bibliographical Society, 12.2 (2001), 91–131 http://www.jstor.org/stable/41154903 [accessed 4 April 2025].] 

(41x35mm.) Device of a Swan Standing on a wreath within a border of intertwined snakes : a man’s head below. The motto: God is my Helper.[footnoteRef:8] [8:  McKerrow, R. B. (Ronald Brunlees), and Bibliographical Society, Printers’ and Publishers’ Devices in England and Scotland 1485-1640 (Bibliographical Society, 1949) p.87] 

Thomas snodham would have used the device a number of times. While it wasn’t  used in the 1612 copy of ‘The Alchemis’ it was used in the 1612 printing of ‘Works’ by W. Welby. 
The play proved to be a success as can be seen by the number of reprints and new sellers.[footnoteRef:9] Greg records a large number of reprints during this period. The stationers’ register records prints from 1616 through to 1692.  [9:  Greg, W. W. (Walter Wilson), Bibliographical Society, and Worshipful Company of Stationers and Newspaper Makers., A Bibliography of the English Printed Drama to the Restoration (Bibliographical Society, 1939) p.303] 

Upon the death of Walter Burre in 1622 the a number of the books entered into the register under his name were transferred into another mans name. Master Stansby of the guild acquire the rights to a number of the works, including Every Man in his Humor, CINTHIAs Reuells and others. Among them was the Alchemist by Ben Jonson.
The early performance history of the play is just as interesting as the early printing history. The Play was preformed by “The Kings Majesties Servants” this group of performers is famous for preforming many of Shakespeare’s plays, The Alchemist was preformed sometime in the year 1610, however there were a number of events that took place that prevented performances from occurring.[footnoteRef:10] The playhouses and theatres of London were closed from between June and December because of an outbreak of the plague. In the latter part of the year, perhaps as early as November the Kings Men performers were hosting plays in their Blackfiers playhouse. [10:  Lucy Munro,  2025. ‘The Alchemist: Stage History | the Cambridge Works of Ben Jonson’, Universitypublishingonline.org <https://universitypublishingonline.org/cambridge/benjonson/k/essays/stage_history_Alchemist/2/> [accessed 6 April 2025]] 

The play was well received by the general public although it was not without its critics. In a letter to a friend Henry Jackson writes about the play.
Recently the king’s stage actors were here. They performed to great applause, the theatre being full. But they rightly seemed impious to pious and learned men because, not being content to injure alchemists, they most foully sullied the Holy Scriptures themselves. Of course they carped at Anabaptists so that (their own) audacity would hide under this mask. … our theologians … I’m sorry to say, gathered (there) very eagerly … our stage has never sounded with greater applause than when that masked scoundrel entered, who impiously and extravagantly defiled the Scriptures so as to place the Anabaptists’ feigned sanctity before the spectators to be derided[.][footnoteRef:11] [11:  Lucy Munro,  2025. ‘The Alchemist: Stage History | the Cambridge Works of Ben Jonson’,] 


The play, regardless of Henry Jackson’s dislike of it became an icon of the early seventeenth century stage. The play was Jonson’s most successful work, and is still preformed on modern stages. The play remains an Icon of the early seventeenth century, and is remembered as Ben Jonson’s most well-know work. It has been preformed many times since its original performance sometime in 1610.
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