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GENERAL EDITOR’S NOTE

I take great pride in presenting the inaugural volume of the thalis 
Research Book Series. Edited by Dr. Remedios Perni, it results 
from the collective effort of the thalis Research Team based at 
the University of Alicante and currently led by Dr. Teresa Gómez 
Reus. Put in a nutshell, the mission of this series is to explore the 
enticing capacity of the literary text—in English—to reflect and 
encode the overwhelming diversity that has characterized the 
English-speaking world both historically and in contemporary 
times. Consistent with this purpose, it seems quite fit that the 
first volume of the series should be devoted to commemorating 
the fourth centenary of one of the most distinguished texts in 
literary history—Shakespeare’s First Folio. Aided by the Editorial 
Board and the thalis Research Team members, I am prepared to 
consider strong, scholarly proposals following the programmatic 
line laid down above.

José A. Álvarez-Amorós
April 2023
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FOREWORD

GHOST FOLIOS

Emma Smith
University of Oxford

In Susan Hill’s ghost story The Small Hand (2010), the 
protagonist Adam takes a wrong turning and arrives, 
in the late evening, at a derelict Edwardian house in an 
overgrown garden. His curiosity is piqued. He begins to 
explore. “And as I stood I felt a small hand creep into my 

right one, as if a child had come up beside me in the dimness and 
taken hold of it.” They stood together, as a father and his child. 
“But I am not a father,” Adam acknowledges, “and the small 
child was invisible” (15).

The combination of chill, familiarity, and mundanity, the 
matter-of-factness of the uncanny experience at the edge of 
normal life, and the raised hairs on the back of the neck, will be 
familiar to fans of Hill’s better-known fiction, most especially 
The Woman in Black. But The Small Hand’s relevance to the 
foreword to a collection of new essays on Shakespeare’s First Folio 
lies in Adam’s profession. He is an antiquarian bookseller. This 
ghostly encounter happens on the way back from dining with 
the Merrimans, wealthy clients who want him to find for them a 
special volume for their collection: a First Folio of Shakespeare. 
The novella is structured by the intertwined quests for the book 
and to understand the invisible, confiding child.

Discussing his commission with a friend who works for the 
Bodleian library (and who mistakenly claims they have three 
copies: in the real world, the Bodleian has only two), Adam 
reviews the likelihood of finding a First Folio. A knowledgeable 
discussion of recent sales includes those copies deaccessioned 
from Oriel College (this copy was sold at auction in 2002) 
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and Dr Williams’s Library (2006), and “one other First Folio, 
somewhere in India” (Hill, Small Hand 40-41). He could have 
learned a great deal from the current volume. For a book that is 
so well-informed about Folio ownership, it is surprisingly lacking 
in confidence that a copy can be secured for the Merrimans: one 
of the ways that the adjective “priceless,” sometimes attached to 
descriptions of First Folios, is inappropriate is that it is untrue. 
We can track prices closely, not least because of the relative 
frequency with which copies come up for sale. In the last twenty 
years, for instance, there have been half a dozen opportunities to 
buy a First Folio in open auction. Money, not availability, has 
always been the gateway to this book. Adam needs to be patient. 

The First Folio dangled before Adam’s eager eyes is owned by 
a Cistercian monastery in France, “one of the finest and oldest 
and best-preserved monastic libraries in the world” (43). His 
Oxford companion believes, given that extant copies have all 
been extensively catalogued, that it is the “one that was supposed 
to be somewhere in India” (45). Later that same day Adam has a 
kind of panic attack. The combination of the ghostly encounter 
in the garden and the fantastical possibility of acquiring this 
First Folio collude to upset his mental equilibrium. On a visit to 
the monastery to view the book, he sees a vision of a child and 
believes he has hit him in his car; the brothers look after him 
and they pray for the restless spirit. When he finally encounters 
their First Folio, he feels temporarily “quite safe” from “feeling 
the small hand creeping into mine” (112). His bookseller-self 
notes with surprising calm that the book carries the signature of 
Ben Jonson.

The First Folio in this ghost story is itself a ghost: a mirage 
that is part Gondomar’s famed copy, part William Henry Ireland’s 
forgery (Ireland claimed to have spent the enormous sum of 30 
guineas on a First Folio because it carried Ben Jonson’s signature) 
(Smith 282), and part an eerily prefiguring of Eric Rasmussen’s 
authentication of a long-forgotten copy in a French monastic 
library in St-Omer only a few years after the publication of 
Hill’s story. Hill draws skilfully on the allure of phantom copies, 
including the one in India that has emerged into the light at 
intervals over the last century and is decisively dispatched in 
this current volume. Adam’s encounter with a ghostly past is 
partly about discovering the truth about himself, partly about 
the familiar gothic trope of the ruined grand house, and partly 
about handling a copy of a famous book. Shakespeare’s First 
Folio, a bibliographic revenant from times and places long past, 
is a perfect analogue for the small, insinuating hand that almost 
brings Adam to destruction.
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It may seem odd to think of the robust, substantial First Folio 
as in some sense ghostly. The popular name for this book defines 
it by its significant size, emphasising that monumentality that is 
evoked by the eulogising prefatory verses. This book’s material 
features have been more extensively described than those of 
any other, particularly in Rasmussen and West’s invaluable The 
Shakespeare First Folios: A Descriptive Catalogue (2012). Rasmussen 
and West’s precursor, Sidney Lee, produced the first census of 
copies at the beginning of the twentieth century: bibliography 
as an emerging discipline was heavily shaped by Shakespearean 
textual scholarship, including studies of the First Folio by W. W. 
Greg and Charlton Hinman. Given that Shakespeare’s texts—the 
contents of the First Folio—are ubiquitous and freely available, 
it is the material heft of the First Folio as object that now really 
matters. The curators of the University Library at Durham are 
currently debating how to deal with their copy, seriously damaged 
by thieves to the extent that it can no longer be opened and its 
pages turned. In its metamorphosis from book into object, the 
Durham copy is an extreme version of something that happens 
to all First Folios: the alienation of their use value into something 
more monumental. All these features of First Folio culture 
emphasise its physical and material bookhood. 

And yet, as in The Small Hand, there is still something spooky 
here too. One consequence of the large-scale transfer of copies of 
the First Folio from English aristocrats to American billionaires 
at the turn of the twentieth century is the absent presence of this 
book from numerous collections in the UK. There are places where 
Folios once were which hold their faint memory. A ghostly Folio-
shaped shimmer, for example, might be visible in the Bishop’s 
Palace in Truro. The Gott family amassed a substantial collection 
of early texts, including several Shakespeare quartos alongside 
a First Folio which was bought up by Henry Folger in 1910 
(and is now catalogued as Folger 9|West 67). I feel a particular 
affinity with this copy because of the time it spent, before going 
to Cornwall, just a mile or so from my own childhood home 
in industrial West Leeds. The Gotts were major Victorian wool 
entrepreneurs, who had owned the nearby Armley Mills, once the 
biggest factory in the world. Their name was everywhere in my 
childhood—parks, street names, a school, museum collections. 
Recently, retreading the streets of my hometown, I looked up 
at the blackened shabby stone of their family mansion, Wyther 
Grange, now the clubhouse for the municipal golf course. Was 
that the twinkle of their once-Folio at a dark, cracked window?

For the 400th anniversary of the publication of the First 
Folio, the aim in the UK has been to encourage as many 



| 22 |

copy-holding institutions as possible to put their book on public 
display. But there could also be a shadow, or ghost exhibition; 
a trail of ruined houses, lost mansions, and other vestiges of 
those past worlds, families, and individuals that have owned this 
book across four centuries. These ghost folios are not the heavily 
guarded and protected material copies stored in research libraries 
and special collections, and occasionally flashing by at auction, 
but rather their imperceptible traces: a more fugitive and spectral 
exhalation of presence, and history. They slip a confiding hand 
into ours when we least expect it.

By the end of The Small Hand, Adam discovers something 
that has been forgotten or suppressed, and he has also to face 
the unnerving vagaries of his own memory. The monastery 
First Folio is the symbol of this psychological journey: its own 
itinerary, like the provenance narratives of other First Folios in 
this current account, is obscured, even uncanny. Uncovering—
sometimes inventing—their stories is a version of the famous 
critical injunction to speak with the dead. First Folios have always 
been objects of desire and of imagination, as much as they have 
been objects of crown paper and pica type and Morocco binding. 
What we want these books to be and what they actually are do 
not always coincide. However much we continue to investigate 
copies of this book, however much we find out, there is still an 
aspect that eludes our rational description: something ghostly.
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