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1
Theatre in Britain

Although the Romans built theatres in Britain, such as the
one at St Albans, these were not used once the Romans had
left. In the Middle Ages people were entertained by clowns
who made them laugh and singers whose songs told stories.
The singers were perhaps the first step towards theatre in
Britain.

The Church, however, was really responsible for
bringing drama back into England. Stories from the Bible
were acted out in the churches at times such as Christmas
and Easter®. By the 13th céntury the whole church was
used to act out one of these ‘plays’ so that members of the
audience were sitting among the actors while the play was
happening. At this time the speeches were in Latin® but be-
tween the 13th and 14th centuries drama left the churches
and the words were then spoken in English, althouth the
plays still told stories from the Bible.

At this time the plays were acted on carts® which were
brought to different places in the town for the play to be
performed. These early religious plays are known as ‘mys-
tery’ plays and many of them are very funny. They aimed to
teach ordinary people, who could not read, about the Bible

stories. Later came plays which were also lessons but this
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time about good and evil. These are known as ‘morality?

plays®.

i it}
A few of the many groups of mystery p1ays ﬁave re-

mained with us and are still acted. These are the mystery
plays : of . the ‘towns Wakefield®, York®,  Chester® dand
Coventry®. : The group-produced at York are thé‘most com-
pleve. Of the:moralivy:plays, .the most fanmiods is thé play
called Ederyman which:dates back: to abount! 15069 .0 .i-
-t Then professional actors (who were paid-to-act) began
to puf on plays all through the year and not just at holiday
times. These plays were usually farces® or ‘low’ (simple)
cotaedy.: The woman’s-roles were acted by men o boys and
often- the settings were'very realistic. -~ - - o sow
«» These professional actors wandered’ from place to place
putting on their plays and they began to use the:open:court-
yards® of 'inns®. " The: inns ‘usually -had''an open gallery®
round the building overlooking the courtyard from the first
floor and: the’ richer -people . watched the pliy from- the
gdllery. The poor people stood -in the open coursyartl. By
this time the plays had bécome more interesting and: intelli+
gent because they hadialse to please the richer, moré edu-
cated people. it whs at:this time that audiences began to pay
toseeplays co : creteo
: Plays ‘became: very: popular at the Royal Couﬂ:@' -and
Queen Elizabeth I® spent a lot of money on expensive and
beautiful productions or ‘spectacles’.®
2
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The first public theater built in England for the:preduc+
tion of plays was the wooden theatre that James Burbage
built im;:Shoreditch inAlondon: in-1576. Qthers were builtin
London: during the following. 30 years but:the inns also can-
tinved .to be .used. The famous Globe  Theatre,: sithere
William Shakespeare® (1564 — 1616). worked ;- was- built. in
London in-1599,, alsd by Burbage.: Like all. public-theatres.of
the :time, it was round and open to the:sky.: These open-ait
publi¢ theatres were attended by all kinds of people where-
as® the private theatres had roofs, .were lit- by, candles and
attendéd by audiences from the upper classes®, .. * .17

-At all-the ptiblic’theatres, the:acting wasidone by sen
but athueen,Ehzabeth s ‘Court plays were more.oftef per-
formed by boys. At this time children also performed in the
private theatres to paying audiences but theatres soon began
to use more adult actors. William Shakespeare; was one of
the group of actors who formed ‘the firét company. of adult
players to perform regularly in a private theatre.: = + - ..

- ‘When 'Shakespeare acted at the Glabe Theatte, he
stood on a stage which came out into the auditorium® where
the audience sat. In fact some members of:the audience even
sat-on’ the edge-of the stage. The actors were wunder the
samhe lighting as the audience——the light fréim the sky-~—
and their costumes were very similar to the.clothes .worn hy
the people who watched them. Gy

By the 17th century, the stage had a proscenium arch®
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and acurtain to separate the actors from the audience! How-
ever, the acting area still came out into the audience, the
curtain was not often used and there were special seats level
with the stage, known as ‘boxes’ ,® which brought some
members of the audience very close to the actors. The whole
theatre was still evenly. lit so that audience and aetors.were
under the same lighting. : It was only when. gas lighting:and
later, electric lighting’ came along in the 19th century ithat
actors and audience were separated by lighing ," with:the ac-
tors brightly lit- and the audience in semi-darkness®.. The
‘picture’ stage with splendid® scenery was introduced in the
early 17th century by the famous architect®, Inigo-Jones.

During the period of the Civil War® in England,- the:
atres were. closed down and many theatre buildings  were
knocked down. But theatre.itself and the plays-lived on.asg
people continued to put on privéte performances. . -y 12

King Charles II® loved the theatre-and when he becamie
King of England in 16605 the theatre returned; ‘Theatrés
now. all had roofs ‘and the first theatre in Prury Lané{/Lon-
don was built at this time:.: Also. women.began to appear on
the stage as actresses.i o : B TP

In the early years of the 18th century, all the theatres
in the City of Westmirster® were pldced under the control:of
the Lord Chamberlain® and he had to decide whether every
play was suitable to be performed. hé had to:censor® the
plays and had: the power to remove speeches or actions from
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the play. Originally this was to stop plays being written
which were against the Government. The Lord
Chamberlain’s power was later to include all plays through-
out the country and this lasted until 1968.

In 1737, all theatres except the theatres in Drury Lane
and Covent Garden in London were meant to close. however
some theatres did, in fact, remain and the Theatre Royal in
the Haymarket was sometimes allowed to put on plays.
Drury Lane and Covent Garden were made the official the-
atres and they were made larger whenever they were re-
built. By 1809, Covent Garden Theatre was able to seat 3,
000 people and when Drury Lane was rebuilt in 1812, #t
could seat 3,200. After 1843, these two theatres were no
longer the only official ones and many of the theatres which
are still in use in London today were built between 1843 and
1870.

These theatres were designed to be visited by different
classes of society and different areas of seating were part of
the design of the buildings. For example the sests in the
dress circle®, which were the best for viewing the:play,
were expensive and so only the richer peéple sat there.

Today people choose the seats they can afford which no
longer necessarily shows which social class they -come from.
But, of course, audiences are still made up of people who
both want and gét different things from a play. It is, there-
fore, those plays which provide for many levels of meaning
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which last through the years. Shakespeare’s Hamlet®:, for
example, can be watched simply for the story alone or for
its deeper meanings and it is still very popular with audi:
ences. : )
In:1860, the painted backcloth@ (the cloth at the’ back
of -the stage with scenery, including furmiture; paintedion
it) was replaced by the ‘box-set? which:looks likeia .real
room with walls, doors and a ceiling. Machines were aldo
introduced to make stages turn and:.to change the scenery
quickly. : '
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Exercises

. Give the definition to the following.

1.

Plays which tell the stories from the Bible are called -

. Plays which were lessons of good and evil are called

. The theatre in which Shakespeare once worked was "

. The man who had to censor the plays and had the

power to remove speeches or actions from the play

. was

. Seats which were the best for viewing the play were

called .




2.
The Golden Age

Drama made a great step forward somewhere between 1530
and* 1580. This is when tragedy® was introduced into Eng-
lish ‘drama. At the same. time the history . play began. ~We
think of Shakespeare’s King Lear and Macketh as tragedies
but to the audiences of that time, these were history plays::
It was: Christopher Marlowe® who,:with his. Edvvard: H
(1594), turned a history play into a tragedyi = sumnens

©One of the most'popular of the early tragedies was Tk
- Spanish Tragedy (1592) by Thomas Kyd® (1558~~94).51¢
included - a: - ghost.: ind' a : play-within-a-play - ak  did
Shakespeare’s Hamlet and , indeedi;: Kyd may hive written-d
play.about Hamlet before Shakespeare did; R LI TETE T

Christopher Marlowe- (1564--93) is cohsidéred the! next
best dramatist to Shakespeare in ‘the. Elizabethan itheatre.:
He was educated s King’s School, :Canterbury® and' Cam-
bridge® -University.. 'When he. arrived ‘in- Lotidon he was
working for the Government; perhaps he was selling secret
information to the Governmetnt. He was wantied by the-po~
lice in-1593 for hawing- certain official papers but en:30th
May he was in Eleanor Bull’s Tavern (an inn) when'a fight
broke out-and he was killed. Some people believed it may
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have been a political murder. However, during his short life
he wrote several great plays including Tamburlaine, Dr
Faustus, The Jew of Malta and Edwar I[ C oy )

William Shakespeare (1564 — 16‘1?6‘) i) of co&xfser‘t ilge
greatest of all British dramatists and every English
schoolchild has to study.at least-one of his. plays.. This.is;
hawever, difficult for. most children as the langiiage Shake:
spéare uses is sometimes hard to understand ; even fori Enig-
lish people, Some of the-words he.uses have different mean-
ings.today. For example when: one of ‘his characters uses the
word ‘présently’ , .they mean . ‘imniédiatély’ - whereas thé
meaning of the .word: today ‘is.-“in..a little while ?;
Shakespeare’s. ‘humorous’. man is not:a funny iman:but a
sads moody tan. ;- . o o0 00 L e

. Shakespeare was anzactor himself and he wrote plays:to
be acted rathér than read. Also, he wrote' his plays to ke
acted by the company of players’ to-whi¢h he bélonged.¢He
could not, therefore, include‘a character.if the company had
no spitable actor to play the part.- . - . et

‘One reason: why Shakespeare is such a.great writer:is
that his work covers a wide range of human experience.: He
wrote comedies , histories and tragedies and had-a: deep un-
derstanding' of people. . It is difficult. to know what he actual-
ly felt.about life himself as the ideas.and views given in his
plays aré so various. He did, however, believe there was a
natural order in the world; an order created by God.: So
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