the first folio of shakespeare 1623

The First Folio of Shakespeare 1623 is a monumental collection of William
Shakespeare's plays, compiled and published in 1623, seven years after his
death. This remarkable volume, officially titled "Mr. William Shakespeares
Comedies, Histories, & Tragedies," is not only a critical resource for
understanding Shakespeare's work but also a significant artifact in the
history of English literature. The First Folio preserved 36 of his plays,
many of which had never been published before, and its impact on the literary
world remains profound.

Historical Context

Shakespeare's Life and Career

William Shakespeare was born in 1564 and became one of the most influential
playwrights in history. His career spanned the late 16th and early 17th
centuries, a time when the English theatre was flourishing. Shakespeare's
body of work includes renowned plays in various genres, such as:

1. Tragedies: "Hamlet," "Othello," "King Lear," "Macbeth"
2. Comedies: "A Midsummer Night's Dream," "Twelfth Night," "As You Like It"
3. Histories: "Henry IV," "Richard III"

Despite the popularity of his plays during his lifetime, only a handful were
published in quarto editions, often with significant discrepancies and
errors.

The Need for a Compiled Edition

After Shakespeare's death in 1616, the necessity for a comprehensive
collection of his works became apparent. Many of his plays were circulating
in unauthorized versions, leading to inconsistencies and loss of textual
integrity. The First Folio was thus conceived as a solution to preserve and
standardize his works.

The Publication of the First Folio

The Collectors and Editors

The First Folio was compiled by two of Shakespeare's fellow actors and
friends, John Heminges and Henry Condell. They were part of the King’s Men,
the playing company that Shakespeare was associated with. Their dedication to
producing the First Folio stemmed from a desire to honor their deceased
friend and to ensure that his legacy would endure.

The editors undertook the monumental task of gathering the plays, some of



which were only known through unreliable sources. They aimed to present the
works in a manner faithful to Shakespeare’s intentions, which involved:

— Compiling unpublished plays
— Correcting errors from previous editions
- Providing a consistent format for the text

Publication Details

The First Folio was published in 1623 by Edward Blount and William Jaggard,
two prominent printers of the time. The volume consisted of 900 pages and was
divided into three main sections:

1. Comedies
2. Histories
3. Tragedies

The title page of the First Folio is adorned with a woodcut portrait of
Shakespeare, which has become iconic. The folio itself is notable for its
size—measuring approximately 13 inches by 8 inches—and its high-quality paper
and binding, reflecting the care and effort put into its production.

Significance of the First Folio

Preservation of Texts

One of the most crucial aspects of the First Folio is its role in preserving
Shakespeare's plays for future generations. It included 18 plays that had
never been published before, including:

— "The Tempest"

- "Twelfth Night"
- "Macbeth"

- "Julius Caesar"

Without the First Folio, many of these works might have been lost to history.

Influence on Literature and Theatre

The First Folio had a lasting impact on literature and theatre, solidifying
Shakespeare's status as one of the greatest writers in the English language.
Its publication influenced:

— Theatrical Practices: The folio provided actors and directors with a
reliable text, leading to more authentic performances.

- Literary Studies: Scholars began to study Shakespeare's works with greater
rigor, leading to the establishment of Shakespearean scholarship as a
distinct field.

— Cultural Legacy: The influence of Shakespeare's plays, as preserved in the
First Folio, has permeated various aspects of culture, including literature,
film, and music.



Textual Integrity and Annotations

The First Folio is also significant for its textual integrity. The editors
took great care in ensuring that the texts were as accurate as possible,
relying on authoritative sources and existing quarto editions. The
annotations and editorial choices made in the First Folio have shaped how we
interpret and perform Shakespeare's plays today.

The Folio's Journey through Time

Survival and Distribution

The First Folio was initially sold at a price of one pound, which was
considerable for the time. Despite its cost, it was relatively well-received,
and many copies were distributed. Over the years, the First Folio has
survived numerous challenges, including:

— The Great Fire of London (1666): Many early copies were lost, but some
managed to survive due to their distribution across wvarious collections.
- The English Civil War: The political turmoil of the time led to the
destruction of several literary works, but the First Folio remained a
valuable asset for collectors.

Modern-Day Relevance

Today, the First Folio is celebrated as one of the most valuable books in the
world. It is a focal point for scholars, collectors, and theatre
practitioners. Institutions such as the Folger Shakespeare Library in
Washington, D.C., and the British Library in London house copies of the First
Folio, ensuring its preservation and accessibility for future generations.

Conclusion

The First Folio of Shakespeare 1623 stands as a testament to the enduring
legacy of one of the greatest playwrights in history. Its publication not
only preserved a significant portion of Shakespeare's oeuvre but also shaped
the course of English literature and theatrical practices. As we continue to
study and perform Shakespeare's works, we owe much to the dedication of
Heminges and Condell, whose efforts ensured that Shakespeare's genius would
not be forgotten. The First Folio remains not just a book but a cultural
artifact that invites exploration and appreciation, reminding us of the power
of words and storytelling across centuries.

Frequently Asked Questions



What is the First Folio of Shakespeare?

The First Folio is a collected edition of William Shakespeare's plays
published in 1623, seven years after his death. It contains 36 plays and is
considered one of the most important works in English literature.

Who published the First Folio?

The First Folio was published by Shakespeare's friends and fellow actors,
John Heminges and Henry Condell, in 1623.

How many plays are included in the First Folio?

The First Folio contains 36 plays, including 18 that had never been printed
before.

Why is the First Folio significant?

The First Folio is significant because it preserved many of Shakespeare's
works that might have otherwise been lost and established him as a major
literary figure.

What are some famous plays included in the First
Folio?

Some famous plays included in the First Folio are 'Hamlet,' 'Macbeth,' 'The
Tempest,' and 'Twelfth Night.'

How many copies of the First Folio still exist today?

Approximately 233 copies of the First Folio are known to exist today, making
it one of the most sought-after books in the world.

What is the estimated value of the First Folio?

The value of the First Folio can vary widely, with copies selling for
millions of dollars at auctions, particularly rare or well-preserved
editions.

How did the First Folio influence Shakespeare's
legacy?
The First Folio played a crucial role in shaping Shakespeare's legacy by

ensuring that his works were widely available and recognized as significant
literature.

What printing techniques were used for the First
Folio?

The First Folio was printed using the letterpress technique, which was common
in the 17th century, involving movable type and hand-pressed printing.



In what ways is the First Folio studied today?

The First Folio is studied for its historical context, textual variations,
and its impact on the English language and theatre, as well as for insights
into Shakespeare's life and work.
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