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These resources are designed for visitors 
who are unable to visit the Shakespeare 
Recovered exhibition due to the access 
requirements for our historic library spaces.

This pack contains photos of the exhibition 
space, images of our First Folio, the 
exhibition graphics and interpretation and 
links to exhibition films and interactives.

We hope you enjoy exploring these 
resources. If you would like to pass on 
any feedback, please contact: 
visitor.services@durham.ac.uk
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FOLGER

This graphic explains the history of Durham’s First Folio. 
To find out more, click on this link to watch a short film 
Video 1 - Exhibition Introduction

https://durham.cloud.panopto.eu/Panopto/Pages/Viewer.aspx?id=32f57490-721d-4a0e-b156-b2ba00c7ad6e
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This iconic portrait was placed 
at the front of each copy of 
Shakespeare’s First Folio when 
it was published in 1623. Sadly, 
the portrait and this opening 
poem by Ben Jonson, were 
never recovered after the theft 
of our Folio.

Jonson’s poem has proved to 
be profound, encouraging us 
not to dwell on Shakespeare’s 
image, but to seek the true 
brilliance of his legacy within 
the pages of the First Folio.

Ben Jonson
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The largest remaining fragment of our 
First Folio is its text-block. The sewing 
structure on the book’s spine was 
severely damaged when it was stolen 
and would need to be entirely replaced 
using new materials for it to be read in 
a traditional manner. 

This has presented a major dilemma for 
our Conservation Team, who are aiming 
to preserve the historic value of the 
book’s current state, while also making 
it accessible to future generations.
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Compare the shining gold edge of 
these pages to the damaged sewing 
threads on the spine. The condition of 
our First Folio allows us to peer through 
time and gather clues that tell the full 
story of its life.

The decision not to rebind our Folio 
will be reviewed in 3 years, taking 
on board the visitor response to this 
exhibition and further consultation with 
stakeholders interested in the future 
uses of the book.
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The unique condition of Durham’s First Folio allows 
us to look beyond Shakespeare’s famous words and 
explore the individual pages of the book as artefacts 
for investigation and research. 

The theft and vandalization of our Folio presents a 
rare opportunity to closely examine an iconic object, 
revealing new information about Shakespeare’s 
world and the making of his legacy. Unbound from 
their original structure, these pages become relics, 
puzzle pieces and works of art.

Use this guide as you walk through the 
exhibition and look closely to discover how 
each page reveals a new clue in the story of 
Durham’s First Folio.
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The crease in the bottom right corner of this page matches a crease 
known to exist in Durham’s First Folio before its theft. This evidence 
was used by experts to confirm the stolen book’s identity.

Durham’s First Folio reveals its extraordinary life 
through a series of physical clues. The unique marks 
hidden in these pages were crucial to identify the 
book after it was stolen, allowing it to return to its 
rightful home.

The current condition of our Folio provides 
unprecedented access to parts of the book that are 
normally invisible, allowing us to apply cutting-edge 
heritage science techniques. The new secrets this 
has revealed help to develop our perception and 
understanding of this remarkable object.

ACT I
Shakespeare’s Secrets

2 ‘A Catalogue’
This catalogue page was 

printed before all of the plays 
to be included were finalised. 
In the Tragedies section, the 
play Troilus and Cressida is 
written by hand due to its 
late addition. This unusual 
detail was a further identifying 
feature of Durham’s First Folio.

1 ‘To the most noble’
The crease in the bottom 

right corner of this page 
matches a crease known to 
exist in Durham’s First Folio 
before its theft. This evidence 
was used by experts to confirm 
the stolen book’s identity.  

3 ‘To the great variety  
of readers’

Look closely at the bottom  
of this page and you can  
see a very faint inscription. 
The ink becomes much clearer 
when exposed to different 
wavelengths of light, helping 
modern scholars learn what 
past readers were thinking,  
or, in this case, doodling! 
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This catalogue page was printed before all of the plays to be included 
were finalised. In the Tragedies section, the play Troilus and Cressida 
is written by hand due to its late addition. This unusual detail was a 
further identifying feature of Durham’s First Folio.

Look closely at the bottom of this page and you can see a very faint 
inscription. The ink becomes much clearer when exposed to different 
wavelengths of light, helping modern scholars learn what past 
readers were thinking, or, in this case, doodling!
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This poem is an endorsement of Shakespeare’s greatness from 
fellow playwright Ben Jonson. The verse celebrates the book as 
one “neither man nor Muse can praise too much”.

In a library full of rare and interesting books, what 
makes Shakespeare’s First Folio so special? In part, 
this is the legacy of the promotional campaign devised 
by its publishers over 400 years ago.

To ensure it was seen as more than just a collection 
of plays, the creators included poems and laments 
by other writers to establish the significance of 
Shakespeare’s work and give the book an almost 
sacred status. 

ACT II
The Cult of the Bard 

1 ‘To the memory of  
my beloved’

This poem is an endorsement 
of Shakespeare’s greatness 
from fellow playwright Ben 
Jonson. The verse celebrates 
the book as one “neither man 
nor Muse can praise  
too much”.

2a 
‘Upon the lines  
and life’ 

Playwright Hugh Holland 
uses this poem to declare the 
immortality of Shakespeare’s 
work. The First Folio serves 
as the eternal embodiment of 
the greatest author who has 
ever lived… well worth the 
purchase price!

2b ‘To the memorie of 
the deceased author’

The praise for Shakespeare 
continues in the poems on the 
page mounted on the reverse. 
By owning the book, readers 
are invited to join the inner 
circle of writers and scholars 
helping to spread his fame.

3 ‘The Workes of 
William Shakespeare’

Before the publication of 
the First Folio, Shakespeare 
was best known as an actor, 
performing alongside the 
men listed here. This book 
focuses on promoting his 
talents as a playwright of 
unmatched genius.
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Playwright Hugh Holland uses this poem to declare the immortality 
of Shakespeare’s work. The First Folio serves as the eternal 
embodiment of the greatest author who has ever lived… well worth 
the purchase price!

The praise for Shakespeare continues in this poem. By owning 
the book, readers are invited to join the inner circle of writers and 
scholars helping to spread his fame.
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Before the publication of the First Folio, Shakespeare was best 
known as an actor, performing alongside the men listed here. 
This book focuses on promoting his talents as a playwright of 
unmatched genius.
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The notches in the spine side of these pages are binding marks 
from the 1600s. Though they may look like damage, they are a 
rare piece of evidence of the book’s original appearance.

Every page of Shakespeare’s First Folio was printed by 
hand, with each individual letter precisely arranged by a 
large team in a busy workshop.

The condition of our Folio allows us to look at multiple 
pages side by side to compare details and increase 
our understanding of the book as a physical object. 
The binding marks and print variants that you can 
see give a unique insight into the industry of book 
manufacturing in the 1600s.

ACT III
Making the First Folio

1 The Tragedy of 
Cymbeline, p.393-394

The notches in the spine side 
of these pages are binding 
marks from the 1600s. 
Though they may look like 
damage, they are a rare 
piece of evidence of the 
book’s original appearance.

3 The Tragedy of 
Cymbeline, p.397-398

The single word in the bottom 
right corner of each page 
is called a catchword. This 
indicates the first word of the 
next page and is designed to 
help printers keep the loose 
sheets in order.

2 The Tragedy of 
Cymbeline, p.395-396

The tight columns and narrow 
margins you see here were set 
by printers to save on space. 
Although it was an expensive 
book for its time, the First 
Folio was actually printed 
on cheap paper to reduce 
production costs.
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The single word in the bottom right corner of each page is 
called a catchword. This indicates the first word of the next 
page and is designed to help printers keep the loose sheets 
in order. 

The tight columns and narrow margins you see here were set 
by printers to save on space. Although it was an expensive 
book for its time, the First Folio was actually printed on 
cheap paper to reduce production costs.
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“LET ME BE 
THAT I AM, 
AND SEEK 
NOT TO 
ALTER ME” 
Much Ado About Nothing, Act 1 Scene 3

To bind, or not to bind “ALL THAT GLISTERS  
                                      IS NOT GOLD”

Every book in this library has a 
story to tell, but few as dramatic 
as the tale of our First Folio. 

The severely damaged condition of the book makes 
it unique among the 235 surviving copies of the First 
Folio and its complicated history has prompted lots of 
discussion and debate. After careful consideration and 
consultation with conservation experts, historians and 
local residents, we have decided to maintain it as you 
see it today. 

Rebinding our Folio would irreversibly remove much of 
what makes it exceptional. We believe that we can learn 
more about it from its current condition than we could if 
it were rebound as any other book on the shelf.

The role of conservators is not to restore objects to 
their original condition, but to 

PRESERVE THE STORIES THAT OBJECTS HOLD 
FOR THE BENEFIT OF FUTURE GENERATIONS. 
The fragility that stops us reading our Folio as a 
traditional book presents opportunities for learning 
and research that no other First Folio can provide.  

TWENTY YEARS OF ADVANCING TECHNOLOGY 
SINCE OUR FOLIO’S RETURN MEANS THAT 
WE HAVE NEW TOOLS TO EXPLORE THE BOOK
IN WAYS WE COULD NOT WHEN IT WAS  
FIRST RECOVERED. 
The loose and damaged pages are a treasure trove 
of clues that help us understand how this book has 
changed over 400 years.

Thanks to modern techniques, details invisible to 
the human eye can be revealed without causing 
any damage to our Folio. Through a process known 
as spectroscopy, electromagnetic waves including 
x-rays, UV and infrared light can be directed at 
the book, with specialised detectors and cameras 
capturing the effects. 

Approaches like this help us to see hidden details in 
a new light, with inks, creases and even the materials 
of the paper itself all analysed and investigated. 
The development of technology is one of the best 
arguments for not altering the book too greatly 
through conservation. What new techniques await 
that will reveal more deeply hidden secrets than  
those we see here?

The Merchant of Venice, Act 2 Scene 7

The image above shows the gilt edge of our Folio. 
Elemental analysis shows that this decoration is not 
just gold, but also contains high levels of arsenic.

Below: Infrared imaging reveals 
faint ink inscriptions in the margins 

Above: “False Colour” image produced 
from hyperspectral imaging where different 
colours represent different materials. In this 
case, the fact that Troilus & Cressida is very 
dark relative to everything else tells us it is a 
different ink.

Find out more about the research and conservation work related to out First Folio in  Video 2 - Conservation and Research

https://durham.cloud.panopto.eu/Panopto/Pages/Viewer.aspx?id=1c238b52-7c4e-4caa-973b-b2ba00c7ad43
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The design, printing and publication of 
Shakespeare’s First Folio was the result of a 
skilled group of people coming together to  
share one man’s writing with the world over  
400 years ago.
 
Today our Folio survives and continues to inspire 
learning and debate thanks to an equally large 
group, all invested in preserving the book and its 
remarkable story.
 
Our Folio may not always look the same as it 
does today. If you want to add your name to the 
list of people shaping its future, then take some 
time to reflect and let us know what you think.

EPILOGUE

Tell us what you think 
and help shape the 
future of Durham’s  
First Folio.

Play our interactive 
game to explore the 
various conservation 
options for the Folio.

Get hands on with our 
replica books to see how 
it feels to hold and read 
Shakespeare’s First Folio.

Before 
you leave...

Put yourself in the shoes of our conservators 
and decide what you would do with Durham’s 
First Folio. Explore the process of caring for this 
historic book and find out the consequences 
of your choices, for good and for bad. You can 
never please everyone!

Follow this link to  play our interactive game 

https://view.genially.com/670515c97f086c01f1e5a73c
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