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Transcript of the title page of The Alchemist by Mr. Ben Johnson.




THE¦ALCHEMIST. ¦VVritten¦ by¦BEN¦IONSON¦________
Negue, mi vt miretur turba, laboro:¦Contentns pausis leFtoribus.¦
___________________________________________________________
LONDON,¦ Printed by Thomas Snodham, for Walter Burre ,¦and are to be fold by Iohn Stepneth, at the¦VVert-end of Paules.¦1612¦





Early textual history and performance of Ben Jonson’s ‘The Alchemist’ 

Ben Jonson is well known for his work as a London playwright during Queen Elizabeth's reign. Nonetheless, he excelled in other literary genres like poetry, philosophy, and history. His corpus of work paved the way for brilliant writers like William Shakespeare. One of Jonson’s most famous plays is The Alchemist. The Alchemist is a scathing indictment of human folly and greed. Lovewit and his servant Face, dubbed 'Jeremy,' plan to deny that anything transpired in the house while he was away. Subtle and Face ultimately devise a strategy to get rid of all the clients and send Surely packing. The Alchemist accomplishes exactly what comedy of that era in time intended on highlighting, according Sidney’s ‘Defence of Poesie, one comedy, comedy is meant to exaggerate things that people go through in everyday life helping them to recognise how funny/foolish it. It teaches one how not to be foolish by displaying others being ridiculously stupid/foolish. The Alchemist by Ben Jonson epitomizes exactly this and as a result was successful throughout its early textual and performance history.   
At the end of Queen Elizabeth’s reign Ben Jonson arose as a playwright and the Alchemist was first entered to Walter Burre on the 3rd October 1610 (Arber 3.445), however, the first edition was published 1612. It was printed by Mr. Thomas Snodham of London and folded by John Stephnet. The publisher Mr. Walter Burre was an Elizabethan and Jacobean-era London bookseller and publisher who was widely known for publishing numerous major works in English Renaissance. Burre was named a "freeman" of the Stationers Company in 1596, this made him a full-fledged member of the ‘London Guild of Booksellers’. During1597 through 1622, Burke had three stores in and around London, his most popular store was in Crane in St Paul's Churchyard and the area is still  famously historical today. 
During the late 1500’s and early 1600’s the printing and publishing of books was rather low as it was a small emerging struggling trade. Literary works of drama, poetry and prose were not as popular in the bookstores as they are today, some bookstores and stationers even banning them. Bibles, catechisms and educational material like history, science and law dominated. However, After the English Civil War the demand and overall market for literary work and books expanded tremendously and this gave great minds like Ben Jonson and William Shakespeare the exposure and appreciation they deserved. Jonson used certain older literary patterns, such as Latinized speech heads and a 'GREX' choric frame, nevertheless he mostly followed the usual forms for speech prefixes and stage instructions used by playwrights of the time. He developed his text form overtime and it became notably enshrined in his 1616 folio, and They are tangible manifestations of his changing thoughts on literary authorship and self-presentation. Changes and developments of Ben Johnson’s work can be seen in the design of later title pages and the usage of paratextual materials like as dedications, prefaces, and marginal comments. Standardizing speech-prefixes and compressing blank-verse conversation into single columns of verse can be found in the Alchemist. (Shmoop 2023.) explains that, characters in this play sound like this when they speak, for instance, an "iamb" is a syllable that is unaccented followed by an accented syllable. The term "pentameter" refers to a regular rhythmic pattern. So "iambic pentameter" is a rhythmic pattern made up of five iambs per line. It is the most widely used rhythm in English poetry. It is also important to note that some works, most notably The Alchemist, exhibit traces of reckless and shoddy printing.
It was not uncommon for works of literature and art and it is still a common practice today, to be dedicated to different persons. The Alchemist (1612) was dedicated to Lady Mary Wroth, and Catiline to the Earl of Pembroke, these were sophisticated people at that time. Lady Mary Wroth for instance, was a poet of the English Renaissance. Lady Wroth, a member of a prominent literary family, was one of the first female English writers to gain lasting fame, whom Johnson had a personal relationship and professional admiration for. 
The first known performance of The Alchemist was at Oxford in 1610. There were no professional reviews, but one audience member named Henry Jackson, allegedly documented his reaction. Despite receiving "much ovation," he said, the performers "most foully abused the sacred texts themselves." The play's action takes place on November 1st, 1610, which might be the day Jackson attended the performance. Regardless, despite the criticism of critics like Jackson, The Alchemist became one of the most popular plays of the early seventeenth century. The Alchemist was one of six plays staged by the The Kings Majesties Servants also known as The King's Men during the Christmas season of 1612-13, and it was the next documented performance. During this time London was battling the plague outbreak so it is a bit uncertain of where the venue was. According to Leeds Barroll's meticulous study, the playhouses were shuttered for the whole year of 1609, reopening in February 1610 before closing again from July to December 1610. (Barroll, 1991a, 180-6). According to Peter Holland the Alchemist might have been one of the first plays presented in the King's Men recently purchased indoor theatre in the Blackfriars area on the outskirts of London. 
(Schafer and Cox, 2013.) explains, because the play was staged during the plague it received part of its impact from the fact that the theatre had a room in the Blackfriars precinct where it was intended to depict itself, rather than an exotic setting. This in itself, is much different than the theatre settings and plays hosted today in the twenty first century where a lot of emphasis is placed on props, stage design and making the setting depicted as realistic as possible. What gave The Alchemist play its strength and had a real impact on the audience stemmed from its physical action, the remarkable job of the actors off and through the stage and fine important details like the plays attention to sound, for example, the loud bang when the alchemist's laboratory explodes in Act 4, Scene 5. Additionally, actor’s costumes and props also played a role in the impact the Alchemist had, for instance the gingerbread that the unfortunate Dapper is gagged with. The play was personalised to the playhouse which had a small stage and was crowded by boxes on each side. Plays staged at this theatre was often attended by noble people, persons with money and social status.
One of the most unique things about the performance history of The Alchemist is that there is still a living list of the actors from the first performance. The earliest cast list for The Alchemist, printed in the 1616 folio, includes Richard Burbage, John Heminges, John Lowin, William Ostler, Henry Condell, John Underwood, Alexander Cooke, Nicholas Tooley, Robert Armin, and William Eaglestone. 
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