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THE ENGLISH THEATRE IN SHAKESPEARE'S TIME
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No Scenery, No Drop Curtain---Most
| of the Action on the Platform Called
the Fore-Stage; Inner Stage Used

| When Some Specific Place

| Was to be Indicated
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Professor of English,

when, in 1576, the first playhouse
was built in London. A new epoch
had begun in the modern stage; for
this was one of the earliest theatres in
Europe to be built as a commercial ven-
ture for professional actors. James Bur-
ze, father of the great actor, Richard
Burhage, and himself a member of the
Earl of Leicester’'s company of players,
leased a plot in the fields to the north
of the city and erected there a round
wooden building which he called the The-
atre. In the following year another play-
house, the Curtain, was built close by, and
for over ten years these were the only
London theatres,

By the time that Shakespeare left Strat-
ford for London, perhaps enticed away by
these same players of .the Earl of Lei-
cester, the Rose had been built near the
amphitheatre for bear fights on the Bank-
side, south of the river and just west of
the London Bridge. Before Shakespeare
was thirty he was acting in Burbage's
Theatre, and writing plays for the com-
pany, of which he and Richard Burbage
continued to be the leading members, In
1598, after some difficulties over the lease,
the Burbages demolished the old Theatre
and used the timbers in constructing the
Globe, near the Rose, on the Bankside.
Another playhouse, the Swan, was already
there, and years later the Hope was built
on the site of the old Bear Ring. The
Globe, rebuilt after the fire in 1613, was
the best of the Bankside playhouses, but
it had new rivals in the Fortune and Red
Bull, built outside the city to the north.
These were all public theatres built of
wood, open to the air, and outside of the
city limits and the jurisdiction of the Lord
Mayor.

Before Burbage built the Theatre plays
had been acted in various places about the
city, chiefly in inn yards. At court the
adult actors had been rather surpassed by
companies of children drawn from the
choirs of the Royal Chapel and the St.
Paul’'s Cathedral; and these children were
also permitted to give public performances.

SHAKESPEARE was twelve years old
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henceforth used it as a Winter theatre, re-
taining the Globe mainly for the Summer
season. Other private theatres were bulilt
near by and modeled closely on the Black-
friars. Two of these survived the long
cessation of plays during the civil war and
the Protectorate, and were reopened in the
reign of Charles II. They became the
models for later theatres; and so Drury
Lane and Covent Garden, and, in fact, all
English and American theatres can trace
their ancestry back to the Blackfriars.

The companies of actors which occupied
these theatres in Shakespeare’'s time were
co-operative organizations. Ten or twelve
actors formed a company, leased a play-
house, hired supernumeraries, bought cos-
tumes, properties, and plays, and shared
in the profits. In order to escape the stat-
utes against rogues, beggars, and master-
less men, they were obliged to secure a
license from some nobleman, and were
known as the Lord Leicester’'s men, the
L.ord Admiral's men, and so on.” Under
James I. the leading ILondon companies
were taken directly under the patronage of
members of the royal family; and Shake-
speare’'s company, early known by the
names of its various patrons, became the
King’s men.

The leading companies in this way se-
cured a virtual monapoly, which was re-
newed after the Restoration and continued
in force until the middle of the nineteenth
century. The companies were under the
supervision of a court official, known by
the picturesque title of the Master of
Revels. The censorship of the plays which
he exercised has continued in England un-
til the present day.

During Shakespeare’'s time there were
innumerable companies which wandered
about the country or played for a time in
the city; but only the leading London or-
ganizations contributed much to the mar-
velous development of the drama. These
companies became attached to the perma-
nent theatres, accumulated important
repertories, and often attached to them-
selves leading dramatists. They were fre-
quently employed to act at court, and
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of his income from holdings in the Globe
and Blackfriars. Their organization was
indeed conducted with great business sa-
gacity. All the members became men of
property, and the company maintained an
unbroken existence for over fifty years.
All of Shakespeare’s plays were composed
for his associates, and no doubt contributed
greatly to the constant prosperity of the
company.

In spite of the opposition of the Puritans
and the city authorities, the drama was
well supported by the public.

time in the drama. After a while their
theatres came to appeal to a more restrict-
ed class and lost something of this popular
support. But in Shakespeare’s day the
l.ondon public was theatre-mad.

The public theatres were usually round,
or nearly round, wooden buildings. The
pit in the centre was open to the air
and was surrounded by three tiers of gal-
leries. The stage was a platform project-
ing half way intp the pit and was pro-
vided with a dressing room at the rear

Elizabeth. What costumes were exhibited
by the fairies, mermaids, Venuses, Turks,
satyrs and other personages we do not
know, but they probably all added to the
gayety of the stage picture.

Processions, battles, fireworks, trans-
formations also contributed to the move-
ment and spectacle. - Occasional plays bor-
rowed hints from the more sumptuous
court shows, “ A Midsummer Night's
Dream,” with its fairlies, owes something
to the fantastic comedies that the children
actors had made popular at court. The

represented the court or some undesig-.
nated locality.

This method of staging is ‘similar to that
often used today in Shakespeare’'s plays
and melodramas, or in others with a large
number of scenes. The stage is set for a
scene at Niagara Falls or the Grand Can-
yon, but a painted drop cuts off all but a
little of the front, and the scene is trans-
ferred to a street or a room, When the
drop goes up we are again in the Grand
Canyon, or in a new place with elaborate
scenery. This method, now becoming
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During  and a roof overhead. On the roof was a
4 » Indeed, in -the yery year that the Theatre during the Summer, or when the plague , ; . 5 “ " h iar, has been extremel
’_ﬁl was bullt the Children of the Chapel opened was ‘raging, they aften fourad the country. Shakespeare’s lifetime London was- a city small building, known as the “ hut,” from Tempest " borrows some of the machinery somewhat unfamiliar, r y
{ an indoor playhouse in 80 of the room The sh h' 1d i £ th A of something over one hundred thousand which gods and goddesses, clouds, suns, and dances from the elaborate masques common ever since the Restoration, when
1 of (e arsenantion n:lo:a:rtl:ry . Blaske rulec:ma::r:mis e 1§:gee Oprofl?:ea:‘t;f?ts; inhabitants, and it maintained five or six and so on, could be lowered to the stage, of the Court of James. curtains or flats opening and closing per-
| friars. Later the Burbages secured this acquired considerable fortunes. theatrea glving regular drama. Henslowe's Admission to standing room in the pit The presentation of a play was consid- formed the service of our painted drolps. 1
> X 5 g company, the Lord Admiral’s men, pro- 1 ffected by the peculiar arrange- On Shakespeare's stage the rear curtainsg
| property, but leased it again to the manager Among the adult actors two distinct In. was usually a penny, Another penny was erably affected by p
: ¥ b a X duced about twenty new plays each season, e e e. This has been the sub- Similarly enabled the dramatist to transfer
of the children. When in “ Hamlet,” the terests soon became dominant, that of the charged for entrance to the galleries ment of the stag
i g 2k 1 as well as twenty or more from its reper- t of much investigation and contraversy hig scene from indoors to outdoors, or from ;
traveling players tell the prince of the suc- Burbages, and that of Henslowe and Al- where there were benches, For the boxes Ject of mu tral t fal locality, f th
! p A tory, A play was not given on successive hol It seems clear, however, 2 neutral to a speclal locality, from the
i cess of the children actors, they are really leyn. Henslowe, whose  Diary has been ; or rooms partitioned off from the galleries, among scholars. ’ in Venice to Portia's h in Bel
5. | ! ', . days, but off and on at intervals during the action was largely on the front Street in Venice to Portia’s house in Bel.
talking about this company which in the preserved and is one of the chief docu- ™ = W0 R O i entrocnars hat o 0 for seats on the stage, the price was ‘that the action & mont, or from the battlefield of Actium to |
‘ last years of Queen Elizabeth's reign was ments for the history of the theatre, formed 4 i sometimes as high as two shillings.  These stage, and that most of the scenes were th t t of Cl tra in Egypt. |
| laying at Blackfriars and proving a for- a fortunate partnership with his son-in-law lack of novelty and variety. If the other prices must be multiplied by elght or ten devised for this projecting platform. e apartment o eopatra in Egypt. |
3 SURE okl it Rhakaietie and -t el Shte R A They Ccompanies did pearly as well, a Londoner ip order to obtain a comparison with money ~ Since there was no drop curtain, the  This inner stage Is the most interesting |
| Burbage, i e trollod e Rt‘)se‘ Hope andynii‘ortun: might take his choice of five or six new  yajues today. Performances were given actors had some distance to traverse be- part of Shakespeare's theatre because it |
I This Blackfriars theatre was known as a  and various companies of actors, and also plays every week, and the total attendance  eyery gay except Sunday, and a flag fly- tween the doors and the front, At the s so important a link in the development |
“ ; e i . in a month must have exceeded the popu- ct all retired and of the modern stage. It connects his |
| private house” in order to avold the the profitable business of the bear-baiting. 1 .\ This fnexhaustibl tita T ing from the hut indicated that a play close of a scene or an a e pr R, 1214
| statutes of the City Government directed Alleyn acquired a large fortune and oo nexhaustible appetite for  wag to be performed. Some of the public the empty stage marked the beginning of dramatic methods with both mediaeval an [
| avainst the. niibilorthen tnas bt it Mifterad & fonl ded Dulwich Collewe.The Biirbases 1pla‘3;s ca;\ ?}? compsiredtox:ii:' wit}x tttxe popu- theatres were used for acrobats, fencers, & new scene. The bodies of the dead, modern practice. In mediatevdal plays| the [
| from them merely in being indoors, with pursued the policy of giving to their asso- .= © ¢ movies today, JUSt a8 We  prizefights, and even for bear balting; Which were often numerous, must be car- area of the stage represente AT, DIAGS: |
] ‘ A i . have the whole world of story presented in . d Elizabethan tragedy but certain stations or structures repre-
| seats in the pit, artificial lighting, and clates shares in the leases and buildings, but the two chief ones, the Fortune and ried off; and so an |
{ . ' E, " ' a new way through the moving pictures, sually ends with a funeral procession. sented special localities. Many different
| \ the Globe, permitted only dramatic per- usually ends with a P
| higher prices. In 1608 the Burbages re- as well as in the profits of the companies, o P P
| so the Elizabethans had the whole world for 4 i 4 places could be represented” at once by
| gained possession of the Blackfriars, and and so Shakespeare came to draw a part lormances. The pluce-headings supplied by modern |
! : » of secular story presented for the first B Hies 3 » 1 h these domus or loca, or mansgions.
! A few pictures of the interiors of Eliza-  editurs for Shakespeare’s plays help the Shak 's Inner stage was the
| bethan theatres have been preserved, but reader to visualize a modern presentation, “a;;ssx;:areof thzse rogertied locali~
; they do not give detailed or authentic in- but are very misleading as to Shake- ilC(' i oE Tt lfs :urtalns it rep-
i formation about the stage itself. Doubt- speare’s intentions or as to an Elizabethan - tles, tud tlf me? cs T Fomgie s e s n:d
‘ less it varied more or less in the different ‘performance. The majority of scenes In Iest‘):l;multa;xus? a Subsmut: scene’l"y tor |
| theatres, but its main features appear to his or in any Elizabethan play gives no 4¢ ¥e |
| 3 settings, and we have a stage fitted to |
! have been the same. It was a platform hint as to exact locality. There are no
‘ @ present a succession of different scenes. |
projecting into the pit, without any front ‘elaborate stage directions as in modern |
: g When scenery was introduced after the
{ curtain, and surrounded on three sides by  plays, and no indications in just what sur.
ften  Restoration, it was, in fact, placed on the
! the audience. In the rear were two doors, roundings the scene was concerned. O h " J |
¥ 1 nner stage. The projecting platform still
and between them an alcove, or inner it is difficult to tell whether the action is
3 ¥ continued, but it was cut down little by |
] curtain, and surrounded on three sides by indoors or outdoors, in the palace or the k |
i i little, and the proscenium doors ceased to |
| curtains, which could be drawn open or courtyard. In fact, the majority of the
1 1 be used for entrances and exits. The front |
i shut, disclosing or concealing persons or scenes were written without any precise stage of Shakespeare gradually disappeared
! properties on the inner stage. Above the conception of thelr locallty or setting. o™ L "l L0 oo™ T One sront |
f inner stage was a balcony, also provided They were written to be acted on the front | ;0 " 14 1ig inner stage developed |
‘ with curtains, and in some cases there stage, bare of scenery or properties. This o ", " picture-frame stage of today. 1
| were windows or balconies over the doors. did not represent a particular locality, but The' thealre ine b iexten e belong‘e A i
1 : Ahexre ware varlous/traplogrs,cand iIn: the.. Bny:place whatexar, a transitional period, half way between the 1
| J hut on the roof machinery for managing Specific places could, however, be Indi- 1 4ineval and the modern. Its bare front 1
! ? ascents and descents of deities. cated, if desired, by means of the inner gage representing undefined locality, its
! The performance of a play on this stage  stage and the balcony above it. The bal- ok hut anachronistic costumes, its lack
; \ differed in many ways from one today. cony represented the wall of a town, the . scenery, and its boys in women’s parts
| 7N There was no scenery and no woman upper story of a house, a tower, Or any .. a]l survivals from mediaeval practices.
i s actors. Scenes were . introduced in the elevated locality. The inner stage repre- (n the other hand, the beginnings of
i :t elaborate spectacles given at court in con-  sented a cave, temple, shop, study, or modern conditions are marked by the
! | nection with the court masques, and be- Interior room. When Prospero discovered p.nqing of permanent theatres, the devel-
i { came customary In these shows at about  Ferdinand and Miranda playing chess In  ,pment of acting as a regular profession,
3 the time of Shakespeare's death; but they the cave he drew the curtains and re- ,n3 the representation of definite locali-
| were not introduced into the public thea- vealed them on the inner stage. The inner ties successively. If Shakespeare's stage
tres until after the Restoration. Female stage was further used for many scenes g i, many respects different from ours, it
: 7 parts were taken by boys; and, except in  With heavy properties, or for somw other g jegq unlike that of Sheridan and Kemble,
| plays given by children’s companies, there reason, requiring a discovery. and still less unlike that of Congreve and
| are usually only two or three important The employment of the inner stage  Betterton. |
female characters in a play. underwent a further development in Though the English theatre of Shake- |
It must be remembered, however, that Shakespeare’s time, and came to be used gpeare's time was transitional and experi-
some of the boys who played the heroines more and more for any specified place mental, it performed the great service of
had begun acting when 10 or 12, and or for any decided change of scene. If the bringing literature to the public, It relied
had gone through a rigorous training in a actors were outdoors, on a street or square, on the court for protection, but in the main
stock company. Like the Japanese men the curtains were closed and the conver- it was a democratic institution. It afforded
actors, who have undergone a similar train-  Sation was on the front stage. If they men of letters an opportunity to earn both
| ing, théy doubtless acquired great skill in  decided to go into a house or tavern they money and fame by. an appeal to the pub-
! their female impersonations, If the boy  Would exeunt and then the curtains would jic instead of to patrons. Its stock com-
! actors had not been very skillful, perhaps be opened and the inner stage disclosed panfes gave thelr members a thorough
| Shakespeare would never have created  With setting for a room. Here these actors training, and provided actors equal to the
{ Juliet and Rosalind and Cleopatra. would reappear and the scene would have vyaried and difficult impersonations which
| Though without scenery, Shakespeare's changed from outdoors to Indoors, the dramas required. Before the noveél, or
stage was by no means lt;cklng in spec- Or sometimes the inner stage would pamphlet, or newspaper, the drama be-
L tacle. Large sums of money were lav- gerveé for outdoors. On it trees, rocks, and came a means for popular entertainment
W { oAl ished on velvets, tinsel, taffeta, and lace; other properties would be placed, making and culture. The plays are not free from
{ and the amount spent for an actor's cloak & forest background for the action. Such the vulgarities and incongruities demanded
e | often exceeded the sum paid an author for was the arrangement for the Forest of by a crude stage and a miscellaneous au-

I
!
|
£

The T amin® ¢

k¢ Shrew

@t the lrving Place, showing action

g

or

Z7e inney stage. ~ Heinrich Marlow @s Christopher SIy

Finst Servant.

WXt please your lordship 2rink @ cup o Seck?

a play. The price for a play was some-
times as low as £5. The costumes were
gorgeous, but no regard was paid to his-
torical appropriateness., Hamlet, Julius
Caesar, Henry V. and Macbeth all ap-
peared in the current fashions; and Cleo-~
patra wore stays, ruff, and farthingale, after
the mode familiar in the portrait of Queen

Arden, where the last four acts of “ As
You Like It" are represented. But for
three very short scenes, the action changes
from the forest to somewhere about the
court. Then the curtains were closed, con-
cealing all or nearly all of the forest prop-
erties; and the brief expository scenes
were acted on the bare front stage, which

dience; but they also exhibit that freedom
of art from restraint and convention, that
richness of life, and that ardency of imagi-
nation which are encouraged by a chang-
ing era and a popular appeal. Shakespeare
wrote for a stage that was the home of
poetry and for a public that loved the play.
Copyright, 1916, by The New York Times Company



