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L Introductlon

Early morning at low tide on the River Thames . . . a
waterman calls through the mist across the water; do you
want a boat? it is barely dawn, and you can see
candlelight moving about in a house close by as the day
begins. Behind you is the town, still dark; ahead the newly
opened Globe Theatre stands ready on the south bank -
for it is 1599 and a play by William Shakespeare will open
there today.

if you could make such a journey through time, on such a
day, what a different world you'd see: snxteenth -century
London waking up to its narrow bustllng streets filled with
pedlars’and children dartmg between stalis? You might
glimpse and hurry past a dank®and smelly alley filled with
dlrtzand sewage® a run foB deadly rats, carrying the
plague’ You'd be hustled' and pressed by courtiers,
merchants, adventurers and vagabonds!'journeymen and
water-carriers, craftsmenI nd beggars some on their way
to the gallows,’or the bear—plt = or the Globe!®

Tudor London had much that someone from medieval'®
times would have recognised, but the Globe Theatre was
built in the new world of the Renaissance'. the time of a
‘new birth’. Vagabonds from another parishwwould still be
crying in the streets, branded with a 'V’ and cruelly
ﬂogged back to where they came from. But apothecaries
were creating new medicines to make the sick better,
experimenting with curious substances come all the way
from America and the mysterious East. All over Europe,
discoveries in medicine and science, new thinking in
politics and religion, and unimaginable journeys to new
worlds were making people rethink their lives; and new
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INTRODUCTION

writing by scholars, poets and playwrights found words
for these experiences.

If Shakespeare had never Iaved we could still be
astonished at the outpourmg of wonderful works by
Sidney, Spenser, Marlowe, Kyd, Ralegh, Bacon, Donne,
Jonson and many more. It was a golden age for writin
and you can read - and mm—&cmesas;hat
aﬁmﬁ; man who sold his soul to the devil, and
Abngallam The Jew of Malta (both of these by Christopher
Marlowe} who had to face the terrible rage of her father.
The writers of the Renaissance took same familiar
characters and many new ones, in age -old predlcaments
and through the magic of their verse Siifted them above
their own lives to speak to us about our own, centuries
afterwards, powerfully and clearly.

But Shak id live, and he towered like a giant
above them all. His stories are great ones, the range of his
thinkin is vast and his verse is matchless This book
could have taited-a 5G4t that day in 1599 and were

rowed towards the south bank where the new crop of
theatres nestled alongsude the dirty river, you would have
seen the flag waving from the small hut of the Globe’s
roof; and perhaps Shakespeare himself, looking with
satisfaction at this new home for his own company, the
King’s Men. To be there, at the two o'clock performance
on that first day, would have been wutnessmgoa moment
in history!
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Shakespeare’s theatre

seesecenenelIec0RssccEsNeEeeREOOlORIOCRITRITTS

What do you expect if you go to the theatre or the
cinema today? A roof over your head! Warmth; nice,
comfortable seats; drinks and food in the interval; peace
and quiet to get on with watching . . .

What if you had gone to a performance of one of
Shakespeare’s plays? If you weren’t well-o;f, you'd get wet
on a rainy day. You'd be standing, jostled by nut- and
apple-sellers; you could weave your way, mid-

performance, to buy ale or relieve’ yourself into a bucket at

the back; you might chat to your neighbours and stop to
hiss or cheer the actors. You could look up, at those better-
off with the benefit of a small roof archlng over their
seats, dry and7a bit more comfortable than you - though
still crammed - and staring envnously at the noblemen and
women who sat luxuriously ’above the stage in splendid
isolation'®

In many ways, the theatre was very different. Imagine: no
lights to dim the stage, getting you ready for the play to
begin. No silence settling as the curtain rose on wonderful
scenery. Odd costumesas actors reached for whatever
was to hand in the ‘'tiring house’, their dressing-room; and
no women at all! Boy actors took the parts of young girls
and older men played the women, for not until long after

~ Shakespeare’s death was it thought proper for women to

appear on stage.

You might have gone to see a play in a private house, or
in the courtyard of an inn, but Shakespeare wrote most of
his plays for public theatres. By 1642, London had nine
theatres, all open to the sky and built rather like small

A A 4 A SIS 5 . -2 PO At



SHAKESPEARE'S THEATRE

Roman amphitheatres) holding about 2,000 people.
Nothing quite like them had been known since the days
of the Roman Empire, and more than 200 years would
have to pass before another city would have so many
again in one time. You would go along at about two
o’clock in the afternoon, and there was certain to be a
performance unless it was a tlme for worship? or a time
when there was an outbreak’of the plague and everyone
was too frightened to come out. The popular theatres
such as The Curtain, The Rose and The Swan had to be
built in the London suburbs, outside the strict supervision®
of the London government authorities® because too many
people were causing trouble by fighting.

WMWM
uild the Globe Theatre, quite near e others, and this
mmmﬂjmmﬁgmm#
mﬁmmm
speech of this new playhouse, which is said to be the
fairest that ever was in England’. Many of Shakespeare’s
plays began here, then in 1613 it was set on fire by a
spark from a cannorfduring a performance of
Shakespeare’s play Henry Vil, and it was burmnt to the
ground. The actors, including Shakespeare himself, paid
for it to be rebuilt. The new theatre lasted until 1642,
when it was closed again, and it was pulled down in
1644. (And that is part of another story . . . you could try
finding out about the Civil War and what the Puritans’
thought about entertamment how the Hope Theatre

went back to bear-baltlng You can still find Bear Gardens
and Rose Alley today.)

There are only a few drawings of the theatres that survive
from those times, and we can only guess at some of the
details. Sometimes, however, there are tantalising ’clues!®
The contract for the Fortune Theatre of 1600 says that it
should be a copy of the Globe; the writer even refers to a
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diagram that he is including. The diagram has never been
found! But in 1989, something very exciting happened:
the remains of both the Globe and Rose Theatres were
discovered, though the Rose Theatre is now buried under
a new office block. A new Globe Theatre has been built,
200 metres from the site of Shakespeare’s Clobe, by
people who love Shakespeare’s work and who were
determined that you should see for yourself what his
theatre may have looked Iiks: Using green oak, lime’and
plaster? and bricks moulded to the same size as in
Shakespeare’s day, it is the first thatchedsbwldlng in
central London since the Great Fire of 1666.

We know that in Shakespeare’s Globe the main stage
jutted"out like a big platform into the unroofed ‘yard’
where many of the audience stood, and there was a trap-
door through which actors playing ghosts and spirits rose
and disappeared. There were no ‘wings’ (the sides of a
modern stage from which actors come on today), but
doors at the back. Most theatres had two or three levels
for the actors to use, and one might be an ‘inner stage’
on top of a curtained “discovery’ space at the back of the
main stage. Characters could hide there, or ’eavesdrop’aon
conversations taking place up front on the main stage.
Musicians often played at the very top. A hut on the roof
contained machinery for sound effects and various special
effects such as the lowermg and raosugg of a d‘vlaracter
playing a god. Three tiersof gallerles enclosed the yard,
and the Globe was probably round or hexagonal (six-
sided).

So it was all very different from today. If you were taken
back in a time machine, it would seem almost
frighteningly different. The press of the crowd; the noise;
the lack of safety regulations — what if you had been at
the Globe on the night of the fire? Do you think you
might have got out alive? But for Shakespeare’s audiences,
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this was the theatre. They got by without complicated]
scenery and.magical lighting, and his language gave the
people their clues as to time and place. For example,
when the Fairy King, Oberon, meets Queen Titania in A
Midsummer Night’s Dream, he says, ‘Ill met by moonlight,
proud Titania!” and he asks her, ‘How long within this
woad intend you stay?’ Perhaps torches3might be used to
suggest the dark, and a table or a bed might be carried
on if needed, but Shakespeare’s words brought on the
night, and painted the backdrops of castles and forests
and wild heathland’ When he wanted to menace’ you with
the magic power of someone like Oberon, Titania could
cry, that the winds in reven%e *for his anger have ‘sucked
upfrom the sea contaglou fogs’ and the moon, ‘the
governess’of floodsopale in her an er, washes all the air,
that rheumatic diseases do abound””The audience’s
imagination could get to work with such a description. In
this important way, nothing has changed.
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