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Romeo and Juliet and the
theatre
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This drawing made by an artist in Elizabethan times
shows the interior of the Swan Theatre, a popular
London playhouse in Shakespeare’s day.



hen Shakespeare was a boy, plays were performed

in the courtyards of inns or sometimes in private

houses or at court. In those days, there were no
theatre buildings such as we have today. In fact, the first theatre
in England was not built until 1576. Even then, it was very

different from the ones we know today.

The wooden O
In Henry V', Shakespeare described the famous Globe Theatre’

(built in 1599) as a ‘wooden O’. This theatre, as well as other
Elizabethan playhouses such as the Swan and the Fortune, was
made of wood. And it was round in shape. Inside there was a
paved courtyard which was open to the sky. The stage jutted
out from the side of the building into this courtyard—so it was

open on three sides.
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Housing the audience
The yard surrounding the stage was called ‘the pit’. People paid

one penny for standing room in this area. About 800 spectators
could watch the play from the pit. But some preferred to be
more comfortable or to be protected from the weather. By
paying more money, you could sit in one of the three covered
tiers or galleries’ at the sides of the building. These overlooked

the pit and the stage. And about 1500 people could be seated.

The arrangement of the stage

The open-sided stage was raised above ground level on stilts.
The area under the stage was known as ‘the hell’. It was often
enclosed by a curtain and could be reached from the stage
through trapdoors’. Characters in the plays could descend or
emerge onto the stage through these trapdoors.

Part of the stage was covered by a roof projecting from the
wall at the back of the stage. The roof was held up at the front
by two pillars. At the back of the stage, on either side, were two

doors—and it was mainly through these that players made their
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entrances and exits. Between the doors was a small alcove or
booth which was curtained off.' This was called the ‘discovery’
area. In Romeo and Fulier’, this would have been used as Juliet’s
bedroom. Towards the end of the play, after she has taken a
sleeping draught, the curtain would be pulled across. Later, the
nurse draws the curtain and discovers Juliet on her bed in a
death-like trance.

Above the discovery area was a kind of gallery. Sometimes
this was occupied by privileged spectators, sometimes by
musicians, or used by the actors as a balcony. This is how it
would have been used in Romeo and Fuliet. Above this gallery
was a kind of hut, used to represent, for example, the top of
a city’s walls or a room above the street. It could also house a

machine for lowering actors onto the stage.
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The famous Globe Theatre in London’s Southwark. It
was built in 1599 and Shakespeare described it in one of
his plays as the ‘wooden O,



The areas backstage
The two doors at the back of the stage led to the ‘tiring house’".

This was the Elizabethan term for a dressing room. The area
behind the balcony was also part of the tiring house. And at

the back of the hut on the top, costumes and scenery would be

stored.

Animal baiting’, along
with other sports and
entertainments, took place
in some theatres as well as
plays.

[ "tiring house: BHRFIFERHAHIAT, B% “HMRAERE".
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Private theatres
Certain plays were acted at court or in private theatres. The

audiences for these special performances usually consisted

of wealthy or noble people. The plays were put on in a large
rectangular room with a raised stage at one end. Artificial
light could be used to create effects and up to 700 people
were seated. These performances were usually staged to mark
a special occasion, and rich costumes and music were often
featured. Scholars believe, for example, that 4 Midsummer
Night’s Dream' was first performed in a private theatre to
celebrate a wedding. Some of Shakespeare’s later plays, such

as The Winter’s Tale’ and The Tempest® were almost certainly
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written for such a theatre. These plays have elaborate
stage effects. And it was possible to achieve these in

private theatres but not in public theatres.

Boy actors
In Shakespeare’s time, women were barred by law

from acting on the stage. Because of this, all the female
parts in Shakespeare’s plays were performed by young
boys aged between 8 and 13. This explains why, in

many of Shakespeare’s plays such as Twelfth Night'
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and As You Like It', the main female character is disguised as a

boy for much of the play in order to conceal her identity.

A continuous performance
Today, Shakespeare’s plays are performed with elaborate

sets and scene changes; in Shakespeare’s own time they were
performed without interruption and there was little scenery.
Because of this, the characters often tell the audience what
locality the stage is meant to be at different times. Or they
mention what time of day it is to show that time has passed. In
this way, the scenes are set with words and gestures rather than

a lot of scenery.
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A world-famous love story
BB R EIRKE

Imost everyone knows the story of Romeo and Fuliet,
it is one of the world’s most famous love stories. It is
frequently staged, and has been made into a film and
adapted for the musical, West Side Story'. Romeo and Fulier is
the story of two ‘star-crossed’ young lovers, whose families are
engaged in a bitter feud. The very first lines of the play tell us
about this long-standing quarrel:
Two households, both alike in dignity
(In fair Verona, where we lay our scene)

From ancient grudge break into new mutiny,’
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