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In the news: A record-breaking sale 
 
A select number of books are bellwethers for the rare book market, and the First Folio is 
certainly among them. On October 14th a record was set at Christie’s (NY) for a 1623 
First Folio of Shakespeare—with the buyer’s premium it went to dealer Stephan 
Loewentheil for $9.98 million. 
 
Mills College in Oakland, California had owned the book since 1977—it was donated by 
Mary Louise O’Brien, a Mills alumna and former trustee who was the daughter of an 
English professor. According to a news report in mid-December 2019, College President 
Elizabeth Hillman announced the sale of the folio in an email to students. It was intended 
to “support Mills’ current programs and people while we build a bridge to a sustainable 
future,” said Hillman; and further, that it had been “treasured deeply by the Mills 
community and will now be sold in compliance with college regulations.”  

At that time Thomas Goldwasser, a San Francisco rare book dealer specializing in English 
and American literature, estimated that the book might bring $2 million. “My first 
thought is disappointment,” said Goldwasser. “It’s a shame because institutional 
libraries are supposed to steward and preserve cultural properties, and use them to 
teach and inspire, not treat them as commodities.” Stuart Bennett, a dealer based in 
Charleston, appraised the book for Mills College in 2007—and although he did not 
disclose his appraisal, he estimated that it could go for as much as $6 million. Of course, 
last December neither of them could have predicted the world in which we live now, so a 
few million here and there seems pretty forgivable. 

Most of the news reports (CNN, NPR, Reuters, etc.) say that the last complete copy was 
sold in 2001, which is technically true, but not complete (as usual). In fact, a copy which 
only lacked the “To the Reader” leaf was sold at Sotheby’s (London) on July 13, 2006 for 
$5.15 million. The 2001 copy which sold at Christie’s for $6.1 million was indeed 
complete, but it was sophisticated—that is, a few missing leaves were inserted from 
another copy to make up the complete volume. 
 
For those interested, the JCB has stunning copies of all four of Shakespeare’s 17thC 
folios, due to the interest of Sophia Augusta Brown in having nice books in the library! 



   

 

 
A quick tour of the OTHER three 17thC Shakespeare folios 
 
The Second Folio 
This second edition, as it were, was issued in 1632 with five different title-pages 
(representing the five different principal investors).  It bears over 1,200 corrections 
(mostly in restoring meter and the spelling of Latin phrases and classical names), but is 
principally famous for the dedicatory poem to Shakespeare written in 1630 by John 
Milton—which was his very first publication of English verse (he was 24). 
 
 
The Third Folio 
Third Folio appeared in 1663, and a second issue in 1664, augmented, as the title-page 
tells us, with seven plays:  Pericles; The London Prodigall; The History of Thomas Lord 
Cromwell; Sir John Oldcastle Lord Cobham; The Puritan Widow; A York-Shire 
Tragedy; The Tragedy of Locrine.  Only Pericles is considered to be Shakespeare’s 
(partially). Because of their scarcity relative to the other folios, it is though that many 
were destroyed before distribution in the London fire of 1666. According to one of the 
standard scholarly works on the subject, the Third Folio “does more credit to the 
printing house which turned it out and is largely free from gross typographical errors. 
But from the fact that it unintentionally omitted a great many words, we infer that the 
proof reading given it was not sufficiently careful to catch unobtrusive compositor’s 
errors. The editor, furthermore, was not nearly so aggressive as the editor of F2 [2nd 
Folio] and did not feel free to go further than to correct blunders that make nonsense of 
meaning, grammatical improprieties, an archaic diction.” 
 
 
The Fourth Folio 
The Fourth Folio differs from the Second and Third in that it is not a page-for-page 
reprint of the 1623 original. The volume falls into three divisions, each with separate 
signatures and pagination: the Comedies; the Histories plus the Tragedies up to and 
including Romeo and Juliet; and the remainder of the Tragedies, together with the 
apocryphal plays added in 1664. The three sections are clearly the work of three distinct 
printshops. 
 
 
NB: Shakespeare in America 
 
Records indicate that among the first copies of Shakespeare’s works in America were 
editions bought by New England Courant Editor James Franklin (in 1722), Harvard 
College (in 1723, which had purchased Rowe’s 1709 edition), Yale College (which 
listed an edition in its 1743 library catalogue), and in 1746 by the Library Company of 
Philadelphia (the Hanmer edition).  
 
 
 
 



   

 

Side note: The Rowe edition 
 

 
 
Nicholas Rowe (1674-1718) was a lawyer, playwright, and minor politician. In his editing 
of Shakespeare, Rowe essentially followed the Fourth Folio edition of 1685, although he 
claimed to have arrived at the text by comparing “the several editions.” He did restore 
some passages in Hamlet, Romeo and Juliet, Henry V, and King Lear from early texts. 
In addition to being the first illustrated edition of Shakespeare’s collected works, this set 
marks the first octavo edition, the first to contain a biography of Shakespeare, and the 
first edition to bear an editor’s name. The seventh volume, produced by Edward Curll, 
contains poems. Rowe worked mainly from Fourth Folio. His contributions included 
lists of dramatis personae, act and scene divisions, and characters’ entrances and exits. 
His “Some Account of the Life, &c., of Mr. William Shakespear” served as the standard 
Shakespeare biography for the eighteenth century. 
 
 
 
 
 



   

 

Side note: The Hanmer edition 
 

 
 
Sir Thomas Hanmer (1677-1746) was Speaker of the House of Commons from 1714-15, 
and his six-volume edition of Shakespeare was published in 1743-44. Generally 
disregarded as an editorial effort (Hanmer followed Pope's edition closely), it is also 
hailed as a beautifully produced and illustrated book, and was a commercial success. 
Harry Carter, historian of the Oxford University Press, characterized Hanmer's as "an 
edition fit neither for scholars nor for schoolboys. It was a luxurious edition fit only for 
bibliophiles." 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



   

 

First American Edition 
 

 
 
The 1795 Philadelphia complete works was the first edition of Shakespeare to be 
produced outside of Great Britain. Alfred Van Rensselaer Westfall has tentatively 
identified the editor as Joseph Hopkinson, a prominent Philadelphia lawyer, observing 
that his work on the edition “leaves little to his credit,” as he hardly did more than “hand 
the printer a glossary from one edition, the text from a second, and a few notes from a 
third.” Either the editor or the compositors modernized the spelling, however, perhaps 
inspired by Noah Webster's reforms. Interestingly, the bulk of the preface is taken up 
with a defense of Shakespeare’s works against the charge of immorality. 
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