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SHORT SHELDRAKE ON SHAKESPEARE 

Fast First Folio 

 
Hullo. I’ve been working on Macbeth this week, and I’ve been finding it 

rather difficult to think about what Shakespeare was up to in that play, because 

Thomas Middleton, a contemporary of Shakespeare’s, appears to have revised the 

play, removing some of Shakespeare’s work and adding some of his own. Nobody 

can agree on exactly which bits this affects. The only text we have of the play is from 

the First Folio, and this reminded me what a magnificent document the First Folio is. I 

don’t want to get bogged down in this during a podcast on one of the plays, but it is 

nonetheless worth knowing about. So, let’s rattle through it. Welcome to Fast First 

Folio. 

When we talk about ‘Shakespeare’, we are often using the name of the writer 

as a shorthand for the thirty-nine plays (give or take) ascribed solely or partly to his 

authorship. All the plays have been transferred to us through a process of theatrical 

revision, last-minute alteration, editing, typesetting, proofreading and printing. 

Shakespeare appears to have had minimal involvement in this. Textually speaking, we 

do not have a “direct line” to Shakespeare. 

The vast majority of the plays attributed to Shakespeare were gathered 

together for the first time in what is commonly known as the First Folio, published in 

1623. Without the First Folio, or, more truthfully, if no copies of the First Folio had 

survived, we would not have about twenty of the plays that have made Shakespeare’s 

reputation as perhaps the pre-eminent writer of the human species. We would have 

lost most of the comedies. Measure for Measure, As You Like It, Twelfth Night would 

all be beyond our grasp. Coriolanus, Julius Caesar, Macbeth and Antony and 

Cleopatra would have been lost forever upon the disintegration of the last sheet of 

manuscript paper. In what would in some ways have been the greatest loss, we would 

be without all three of Shakespeare’s tragicomedies; The Tempest, The Winter’s Tale 

and Cymbeline. This absence would represent the wholesale disappearance from the 

record of the final Shakespearean contribution to the development of dramatic 

literature. Just think of that. Rosalind, Malvolio, Volumnia, Cassius and Brutus, 

Enobarbus, Prospero, Hermione and Leontes, all gone, as if they never existed. 
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But thankfully, such a loss need not be contemplated, because John Heminges 

and Henry Condell, along with a small army of Shakespeare’s friends set about 

collecting his plays a few years after his death in order to publish them. It was a 

monument to their friend and a labour of love indeed, because if you think reading the 

First Folio is a challenge, imagine putting it together. 

Where would you start? Well, half the plays had already been published in 

quarto. Heminges and Condell would have had before them an array of quartos, 

containing the plays in various versions of varying qualities. They would also have 

had an array of manuscripts. Some from the theatres, some from colleagues, some 

perhaps from Shakespeare’s private papers. They then had to pick which were the best 

texts, or whether multiple texts of the same play had competing claims and whether 

they should not therefore be amalgamated in some way. 

Copies would then have been handed to the printers who would have 

constructed each page of the First Folio using metal movable type. The printer would 

have stood at a rack containing two kinds of type: capital and ordinary. The case 

containing capitals was above the other case. This is where we get upper case and 

lower case from, by the way. The compositor would have taken each letter in turn, 

keeping one eye on the manuscript page and one eye on his hands, taking care to 

organise the line upside down and back to front so that when he slid it out of the 

composing stick and into the galley that contained the rest of the page, it was in the 

correct orientation. We’re talking about nearly a million words of Shakespeare here. 

No wonder there were typos. Several galleys of a single page of type would then be 

organised into a larger forme, arranged in such a way that when they were inked and 

the paper was pressed onto them, they could be folded into the folio arrangement. 

All this, to produce a print run of seven hundred and fifty or thereabouts, each 

of which cost one pound. There are two hundred and twenty-eight copies still in 

existence, according to the latest census. Copies that come up for auction do not 

struggle to reach three million pounds. But, to end on a note so saccharine that it may 

force your hand to your mouth, whatever their price, their value is infinite. 

Thank you for listening to this episode of Short Sheldrake on Shakespeare. I 

hope you can join me in a week’s time when I’ll be talking about Macbeth. Until then, 

farewell. 
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References: 

- Jonathan Bate gives an excellent overview of the First Folio in his and Eric 

Rasmussen’s RSC Complete Works edition published by Macmillan in 2007. 

- Norton are the most recent publishers of facsimile copies of the First Folio. Do 

have a flick through if you have access to an academic library. Many facsimiles of 

the First Folio are also available online. 

- For the really serious student, Charlton Hinman’s volumes on the First Folio 

which he researched and wrote in the early twentieth century remain the premier 

works of scholarship on it. 


