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Preface

This book attempts to place Shakespeare in relation to the actors and other writers, mainly playwrights, of his time in an accessible and where possible entertaining manner. In doing so it responds to and develops recent currents of critical and scholarly thought which see Shakespeare not as a lone eminence but as a fully paid-up member of the theatrical community of his time, a working playwright with professional obligations to the theatre personnel without whose collaboration his art would have been ineffectual, and one who, like most other playwrights of the age, actively collaborated with other writers, not necessarily always as a senior partner. This view found editorial expression in the Oxford edition of the Complete Works (General Editors Stanley Wells and Gary Taylor, 1986, second edition 2005) and its accompanying Textual Companion (by Stanley Wells, Gary Taylor, John Jowett and William Montgomery, Oxford, Clarendon Press, 1987). It has also been the subject of a number of studies, notably Brian Vickers's polemical and contentious but valuable Shakespeare, Co-author (Oxford, Oxford University Press, 2002), some of which are cited in the notes to this book.

I have not attempted to give chapter and verse for all the biographical facts mentioned in the text, but have benefited greatly from entries in the Oxford Dictionary of National Biography (Oxford, Oxford University Press, 2004), especially the following:

Edward Alleyn, by S. P. Cerasano.
Robert Armin, by Martin Butler.
Francis Beaumont, by P. J. Finkelpearl.
Richard Burbage, by Mary Edmond.
Thomas Dekker, by John Twyning.
John Fletcher, by Gordon McMullan.
Ben Jonson, by Ian Donaldson.
Will Kemp, by Martin Butler.
John Lyly, by G. K. Hunter.
Christopher Marlowe, by Charles Nicholl.
John Marston, by James Knowles.
Francis Meres, by David Kathman.
Thomas Middleton, by Gary Taylor.
Thomas Nashe, by Charles Nicholl.
Richard Tarlton, by Peter Thomson.
John Webster, by David Gunby.

The availability on-line of this invaluable work of reference has been of enormous assistance.

Records of theatrical performance in the Shakespearian period are patchy and sparse; many plays did not reach print, and those that did were often published years, sometimes many years, after they were written and first acted. To give only one example, around half of Shakespeare's plays did not appear in print until 1623, seven years after he died, and by then some of them were at least thirty years old. As a result, it is often impossible to date plays of the period with any precision. I have tried to follow the best received opinion, and to indicate where uncertainty about chronology is of material significance.

Quotations from writers of the period are given in modern spelling except where there is a special reason to reproduce features of the original printing or manuscript. Quotations from Shakespeare are normally from the Compact Edition of the Oxford Complete Works, second edition, which adds Edward III and prints the whole of Sir Thomas More. Stage directions in this edition are cited as an additional number after act, scene and line, for example '4.4.127.1', or with a zero in place of line number if at the head of a scene. A list of non-Shakespearian plays quoted is given below, with a note of the editions used. For ease of access as well as for the excellent quality of the editing I have frequently used the Oxford English Drama (Oxford World's Classics) series. Other series, especially the Revels playspublished by Manchester University Press, and the New Mermaids published by A. and C. Black, can also be recommended. When responsibly edited modernized editions were not available I have modernized the quotations myself.

It is difficult to convey a sense of relative monetary values. Advice to multiply early modern sums by a specific number can only result in crude equivalents. During this period the poor were often extremely poor, and the rich enormously wealthy. It may be worth remembering that in 1600 an average labourer's wage would have been about eight pence a week, and a craftsman might have received a shilling (twelve pence). I have not attempted to give metric equivalents.

I am grateful to Martin Toseland, formerly of Penguin Books, for initial encouragement, to Laura Barber, also formerly of Penguin Books, for invaluably rigorous and creative criticism of the first five chapters, to Helen Conford for assistance in the final stages of the work, to Elizabeth Stratford for meticulous copy-editing, and to Judith Wardman for her index. Dr Martin Wiggins kindly read Chapter 3, and Dr John Jowett Chapter 6, to their benefit. Dr Paul Edmondson has been a constant source of help and encouragement at every stage of my work.

EDITIONS OF NON-SHAKESPEARIAN PLAYS

The Alchemist, by Ben Jonson, in Ben Jonson: The Alchemist and Other Plays, ed. Gordon Campbell (Oxford, Oxford University Press, 1995).

Alexander and Campaspe, by John Lyly, ed. David Bevington and G. K. Hunter (Manchester, Manchester University Press, 1999).

Alphonsus, King of Aragon, by Robert Greene, ed. W. W. Greg, Malone Society Reprints (Oxford, Oxford University Press, 1926).

Antonio and Mellida, by John Marston, in John Marston: The Malcontent and Other Plays, ed. Keith Sturgess (Oxford, Oxford University Press, 1997).

The Arraignment of Paris, by George Peele, ed. Harold H. Child, Malone Society Reprints (Oxford, Oxford University Press, 1910).

The Atheist's Tragedy, by Cyril Tourneur, in Four Revenge Tragedies,ed. Katherine Eisaman Maus (Oxford, Oxford University Press,1995).

Bartholomew Fair, by Ben Jonson, in Ben Jonson: The Alchemist and Other Plays, ed. Gordon Campbell (Oxford, Oxford University Press, 1995).

The Case is Altered, by Ben Jonson, in Ben Jonson, ed. C. H. Herford and Percy and Evelyn Simpson, 11 vols. (Oxford, Clarendon Press, 1925-52), vol. iii.

The Devil is an Ass, by Ben Jonson, in Ben Jonson: The Devil is an Ass and Other Flays, ed. M. J. Kidnie (Oxford, Oxford University Press, 2000).

Dido, Queen of Carthage, by Christopher Marlowe and Thomas Nashe, in Christopher Marlowe: The Complete Flays, ed. Frank Romany and Robert Lindsey (London, Penguin Books, 2003).

Doctor Faustus, by Christopher Marlowe, in Christopher Marlowe: Doctor Faustus and Other Flays, ed. David Bevington and Eric Rasmussen (Oxford, Oxford University Press, 1995).

The Duchess of Malfi, by John Webster, in John Webster: The Duchess of Malfi and Other Plays, ed. Rene Weis (Oxford, Oxford University Press, 1996).

Eastward Ho, by George Chapman, Ben Jonson and John Marston, in Ben Jonson, ed. C. H. Herford and Percy and Evelyn Simpson, 11 vols. (Oxford, Clarendon Press, 1925-52), vol. iv.

Edward II, by Christopher Marlowe, in Christopher Marlowe: Doctor Faustus and Other Plays, ed. David Bevington and Eric Rasmussen (Oxford, Oxford University Press, 1995).

Every Man in His Humour, by Ben Jonson, ed. J. W. Lever (Lincoln, Nebr., University of Nebraska Press, 1971).

Every Man Out of His Humour, by Ben Jonson, in Ben Jonson, ed. C. H. Herford and Percy and Evelyn Simpson, 11 vols. (Oxford, Clarendon Press, 1925-52), vol. iii.

The Faithful Shepherdess, by John Fletcher, in The Dramatic Works in the Beaumont and Fletcher Canon, General Editor Fredson Bowers, 10 vols. (Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1966- 96), vol. ii.

Friar Bacon and Friar Bungay, by Robert Greene, ed. Daniel Seltzer (London, Edward Arnold, 1965).

A Game at Chess, by Thomas Middleton, ed. T. Howard-Hill (Manchester, Manchester University Press, 1993).

Hymenaei, by Ben Jonson, in Ben Jonson, ed. C. H. Herford and Percy and Evelyn Simpson, 11 vols. (Oxford, Clarendon Press, 1925-52), vol. vii.

If this be not a Good Play, the Devil is in it, by Thomas Dekker, in The Dramatic Works of Thomas Dekker, ed. Fredson Bowers, 4 vols. (Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1953-61), vol. iii.

The Jew of Malta, by Christopher Marlowe, in Christopher Marlowe: Doctor Faustus and Other Plays, ed. David Bevington and Eric Rasmussen (Oxford, Oxford University Press, 1995).

The Knight of the Burning Pestle, by Francis Beaumont, ed. Sheldon P. Zitner (Manchester, Manchester University Press, 1984).

A Looking Glass for London and England, by Robert Greene and Thomas Lodge, ed. W. W. Greg, Malone Society Reprints (Oxford, Oxford University Press, 1932).

A Mad World, My Masters, by Thomas Middleton, in Thomas Middleton: A Mad World, My Masters and Other Plays, ed. Michael Taylor (Oxford, Oxford University Press, 1995).

The Maid's Tragedy, by Francis Beaumont and John Fletcher, in Four Jacobean Sex Tragedies, ed. Martin Wiggins (Oxford, Oxford University Press, 1998).

The Malcontent, by John Marston, in John Marston: The Malcontent and Other Plays, ed. Keith Sturgess (Oxford, Oxford University Press, 1997).

The Phoenix, by Thomas Middleton, in The Works of Thomas Middle-ton, ed. A. H. Bullen, 8 vols. (London, John C. Nimmo, 1885-6)

The Return from Parnassus, Parts One and Two, in The Three Parnassus Plays, ed. J. B. Leishman (London, Ivor Nicholson and Watson, 1949)

The Revenger's Tragedy, in Four Revenge Tragedies, ed. Katherine Eisaman Maus (Oxford, Oxford University Press, 1995)

The Roaring Girl, by Thomas Dekker and Thomas Middleton, ed. Paul Mulholland (Manchester, Manchester University Press, 1987)

Satiromastix, by Thomas Dekker, in The Dramatic Works of Thomas Dekker, ed. Fredson Bowers, 4 vols. (Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1953-61), vol. i.

Sejanus, His Fall, by Ben Jonson, in Ben Jonson: The Devil is an Ass and Other Flays, ed. M. J. Kidnie (Oxford, Oxford University Press, 2000)

The Shoemaker's Holiday, by Thomas Dekker, ed. R. L. Smallwood and Stanley Wells (Manchester, Manchester University Press, 1979)

Singing Simpkin, by Will Kemp, in Charles Read Baskervill, The Elizabethan Jig (Chicago, University of Chicago Press, 1929, repr. New York, Dover Books, 1965), pp. 444-9

Sir Thomas More, by Anthony Munday and others (in the Oxford Shakespeare, second edition, 2005)

The Spanish Tragedy, by Thomas Kyd, in Four Revenge Tragedies, ed. Katherine Eisaman Maus (Oxford, Oxford University Press, 1995)

Summer's Last Will and Testament, by Thomas Nashe, in Thomas Nashe: Selected Works, ed. Stanley Wells (London, Edward Arnold, 1964)

Tamburlaine, by Christopher Marlowe, in Christopher Marlowe: Doctor Faustus and Other Plays, ed. David Bevington and Eric Rasmussen (Oxford, Oxford University Press, 1995)

The Tamer Tamed, or the Woman's Prize, in The Dramatic Works in the Beaumont and Fletcher Canon, General Editor Fredson Bowers, 10 vols. (Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1966-96), vol. iv

The Travels of the Three English Brothers, by William Rowley, John Day and George Wilkins, in Three Renaissance Travel Plays, ed. Anthony Parr (Manchester, Manchester University Press, 1995)

Volpone, by Ben Jonson, in Ben Jonson: The Alchemist and Other Plays, ed. Gordon Campbell (Oxford, Oxford University Press, 1995)

The White Devil, by John Webster, in John Webster: The Duchess of Malfi and Other Plays, ed. Rene Weis (Oxford, Oxford University Press, 1996)

The Witch, by Thomas Middleton: A Critical Edition of Thomas Middleton's 'The Witch', ed. Edward J. Esche (New York, Garland, 1993).

The Woman Hater, by Francis Beaumont, in The Dramatic Works in the Beaumont and Fletcher Canon, General Editor Fredson Bowers, 10 vols. (Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1966-96), vol. i.

A Yorkshire Tragedy, by Thomas Middleton, from the Oxford edition of Middleton's Complete Works (forthcoming).
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The Theatrical Scene
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1. The title page of the first, unauthorized, edition of Hamlet boasts of its performance by the King's Men in London, and in the university cities of Oxford and Cambridge.

Early one morning in 1600 or 1601, boys ran around London sticking up bills announcing that if you went to the Globe playhouse on the south bank of the River Thames that afternoon you could see a new play called Hamlet. They pasted the bills on the doors of taverns and houses, and on pissing-posts provided for the convenience of those who walked the streets. The lads pulled down out-of-date bills announcing earlier performances and chucked them away. Hastily printed, these pieces of paper were of the moment. They brought profit to printers such as William Jaggard, later to be one of the publishers of the collected edition of Shakespeare's plays known as the First Folio, which appeared in 1623. From 1602 Jaggard held a monopoly on the production of playbills. Not a single one survives, but at least we have a transcript of one that was displayed by travelling players in Norwich in 1624; it read: 'Here within this place at one of the clock shall be acted an excellent new comedy called The Spanish Contract by the Princess' servants; vivat rex.'1

The new bills named the play to be performed, with a few words of description and commendation such as 'the right excellent conceited tragedy of Hamlet, Prince of Denmark'. They told you that it was to be acted by the Lord Chamberlain's company at the Globe. They did not necessarily say who wrote it: the company's reputation was high, whatever it played. It frequently performed before the Queen and her courtiers, as publishers were proud of boasting on the title pages of the relatively small number of plays that got into print.

By the time Shakespeare wrote Hamlet his name, as well as that of the company for which he exclusively wrote, was becoming an attraction both to readers and to theatregoers. Born in 1564, and therefore 37 years old in 1601, he was best known to readers as the author of two popular narrative poems, the immensely successful, rather saucy Venus and Adonis (1593) and its tragic successor, The Rape of Lucrece (1594). He had already written or co-written more than twenty plays. Indeed by this date he had completed both his cycles of English history plays, most of his romantic comedies, and his tragedies from Titus Andronicus through Romeo and Juliet to Julius Caesar. A founding member as both actor and shareholder of the Lord Chamberlain's Men, established in 1594, he was now a prosperous and admired member of his profession. Though he lived in modest lodgings when he was in London, he owned a fine house and garden in his home town of Stratford-upon-Avon, where his wife and his two daughters, Susanna and Judith, remained - his only son, Hamnet, had died in 1597. There he was a prominent householder and landowner: in 1602, not long after writing Hamlet, he paid £320 for land in Old Stratford, as well as buying a cottage close to his home, presumably for one of his servants. And only three years later he made an even bigger investment of £440 in a lease of the Stratford tithes. These were large sums. Theatre was a profitable business. And it brought fame as well as money. Several of his plays had appeared in print, at first anonymously, as was common enough, but increasingly since 1598 with his name on their title pages, which in appearance and wording resembled playbills. So those who wrote the advertisement for the first performance of Hamlet may well have included its author's name among its attractions.

The most theatrically and dramatically ambitious as well as the longest play yet written for the English stage, Hamlet represented a high-water mark in Shakespeare's rapidly developing career. It was and remains the most continuously entertaining tragedy ever written, brilliantly theatrical yet also intellectually and emotionally challenging, a demonstration of technical prowess and linguistic skill beyond that possessed by any of Shakespeare's contemporaries. It was rapidly recognized as a masterpiece that appealed equally to intellectuals and to the theatregoing populace at large. Soon after it took the town by storm the Cambridge scholar and controversialist Gabriel Harvey (1552/3-1631) - an intellectual snob if ever there was one - scribbled in his copy of Chaucer's poems a note to the effect that 'The younger sort take much delight in Shakespeare's Venus and Adonis, but his Lucrece, and his tragedy of Hamlet, Prince of Denmark, have it in them to please the wiser sort'.2

But numerous allusions in plays written for the popular theatre soon after the tragedy appeared show that it pleased the younger as well as the wiser sort, the groundlings as well as the cognoscenti. After this, Shakespeare could not avoid becoming a classic. He was to die in 1616 at the age of 52; in a poetic tribute published in the First Folio, seven years later, his colleague Ben Jonson was to write that he was 'not of an age, but for all time'. This was prophetic. At least since the later part of the eighteenth century, Shakespeare has been accorded semi-divine status and his reputation has spread world-wide. The period in which he wrote is constantly referred to as 'the age of Shakespeare'. His plays have eclipsed those of his contemporaries in theatrical popularity and in critical esteem. His status has become iconic.

For all Jonson's hyperbole, however, Shakespeare was 'of an age', and it was an age rich in theatrical and dramatic talent and achievement. He worked within the same intellectual and theatrical environment as his contemporaries, was subject to the same commercial and social pressures, and interacted with fellow dramatists and actors throughout his career.

At the time of his birth, in 1564, professional drama was in its infancy. There were no public playhouses. Plays, mostly lasting no more than an hour each, were acted by amateurs and by small professional groups attached to households of the aristocracy. They performed in the halls of great houses, in guildhalls and inns, even sometimes in churches. The first London playhouse, the Red Lion, went up in 1567, when Shakespeare was 3 years old, and it survived for only a few months. He was 12 when, in 1576, the construction of the Theatre in Shoreditch, well north of the City of London walls, heralded the golden age of English drama. Acting companies rapidly grew in size, plays became more ambitious in scope, and the first great generation of English poetic dramatists emerged.

As a writer, Shakespeare seems to have been a late starter. It is impossible to date the beginning of his career with any precision, but he married at the age of 18, in 1582, his last children - twins - were born in Stratford in 1585, and he is first heard of as a writer in 1592, when he was 28. By then he had probably written several plays. In the earliest of them, including The Two Gentlemen of Verona, the three parts of Henry VI, The Taming of the Shrew and Titus Andronicus, he was responding to the work of immediate predecessors and early contemporaries such as John Lyly, George Peele, Thomas Kyd, Robert Greene and above all Christopher Marlowe. This was the Elizabethan generation of dramatists. All except Lyly had died before Shakespeare wrote Hamlet.

As his career developed, he faced challenges from the emerging talents of playwrights who included George Chapman, Thomas Dekker, Ben Jonson, Thomas Heywood, John Marston, John Fletcher, Thomas Middleton and Francis Beaumont - the Jacobean generation. Towards the time of his death in 1616 other names appeared on the scene, most notably John Webster; the playwriting careers of Philip Massinger and John Ford still lay ahead. With Middleton and Fletcher (as well as with George Wilkins, who died in 1618) he collaborated; all of the men in the second and third groups named outlived him (except Beaumont, who predeceased him by only six weeks) and learnt from him. Shakespeare's work helped to shape theirs, and their work in turn influenced his.

Shakespeare worked exceptionally closely too with his fellow actors - exceptionally, because no other dramatist of the period had so long and close a relationship with a single acting company. And that company, which started off as the Lord Chamberlain's Men and earned the ultimate accolade of being named the King's Men when King James succeeded Queen Elizabeth in 1603, was recognized both in England and on the Continent as the finest in the land, with leading actors who would have been stars whenever they were born.

This book aims to place Shakespeare within his theatrical context, to chart his relationships with his fellow actors and dramatists, and to sketch the shifting reputations and lasting achievements of his fellow playwrights. First, let us try to imagine ourselves into the theatrical world inhabited by Shakespeare and his colleagues. What would have been the experience of London citizens who picked up those playbills advertising the first performance of Hamlet}

Queen Elizabeth was on the throne. She and her courtiers loved to see plays, but the government was keenly aware of the need to control the activities of players and playwrights in the interests of law and order. Some of their regulations had far-reaching consequences for the content of plays and for the overall conduct of the profession. As early as 1559 a proclamation forbade the performance of plays treating of 'matters of religion or of the governance of the estate of the Commonwealth', since these are topics that should be discussed only by 'men of authority, learning and wisdom', not 'to be handled before any audience but of grave and discreet persons'.3 This prohibition had a profound effect on the content of plays, inhibiting direct dramatic treatment of religious and political subjects. Dramatists often attempted to evade it, and it was difficult to enforce, but a patent awarded to Edmund Tilney for the office of Master of the Revels in 15 81 required all plays to be performed before him or his deputies before being offered to the public; he was to hold this office until he died in 1610. (The patent is summarized in Documents, pp. 233-4 below.)

Other regulations affected the social status of players. An Act of Parliament of 29 June 1572 concerned with 'The Punishment of Vagabonds' and 'the relief of the poor and impotent' attempted to define 'rogues, vagabonds, and sturdy beggars' who will be punished for their 'lewd manner of life'. They include 'all fencers, bearwards, common players in interludes, and minstrels not belonging to any baron of this realm' who are not licensed by at least two Justices of the Peace. The qualification is important: not all actors are rogues and vagabonds. The Queen herself in 1583 awarded her patronage to a group of actors, the Queen's Men, cherry-picked from other companies to tour the country.4 Initially they also played in London, but they concentrated on touring from 1594. From that year the long-established Lord Admiral's Men played mainly at the Rose playhouse in Southwark, south of the river, the only playhouse of the period of which substantial remains survive. The year 1594 also saw the establishment of the Lord Chamberlain's Men, with Shakespeare as one of their first shareholders. They played initially at the Theatre, before building the Globe close to the Rose in 1599. The Queen's Men's repertory included four surviving plays, The Famous Victories of Henry the Fifth, The Troublesome Reign of King John, The True Tragedy of Richard the Third and King heir, all of unknown authorship, on topics that Shakespeare was to take up later, and it is quite possible that he belonged to this company before moving to the Lord Chamberlain's Men. After Elizabeth died, in 1603, only members of the royal family awarded their patronage to playing companies. As the King's Men, Shakespeare and his colleagues would have worn the royal livery, at least on formal occasions such as the Coronation procession in 1604, for which the company's leaders were each awarded four and a half yards of scarlet cloth.

There were no playhouses in the provinces, and even in London the City authorities frowned on dramatic performances. The Puritans among them regarded playhouses, in which boys impersonated women on the stage, and where serious matters might be lightly treated and comedy was often lewd, as hotbeds of sin. And they feared, reasonably enough, that large assemblies of people would attract rogues and whores and would spread infection in time of plague. As a result, they usually permitted public theatres to be built only outside the boundaries of the City. The Globe had stood since 1599 not far from the southern river bank, in the parish of Southwark. Close by were the Rose, built in 1587, the Swan, of 1595, and other places of public entertainment such as inns, bull- and bear-baiting rings - some of which doubled as playhouses - and brothels. Easily visible from the City, the Globe, along with the tower of the church of St Mary Overy's, now Southwark cathedral, reared over its neighbours. A three-tiered, thatched structure, it was topped by a little hut. Here the raising of a flag indicated that a performance was in the offing, and as the time for its start approached closer a trumpeter blew once, then again, and then for the third and last time. (Audiences must have been reminded of this when they heard the trumpet calls of Edgar's three challenges within the play of King Lear, 5·3·5) It was early afternoon: as the theatres were open to the air, they could operate only in daylight hours.

Thus informed and summoned, men, women and young persons -even children - streamed into the theatre from all quarters. Although then, as now, theatre audience numbers fluctuated, they could be large. When it was packed tight, as at the sensational performances of Middleton's A Game at Chess in 1624, the second Globe, built in 1614 on the foundations of the first, is reported to have held well over three thousand spectators at once. Many playgoers came across the river over London Bridge, some walking, some riding on horseback, a few travelling with servants in their carriages. Others arrived by water, ferried across the busy river in one of the small wherry boats that plied their trade there. Best remembered of the water men is John Taylor, a colourful character who wrote and published reams of doggerel verse recounting his exploits and venting his complaints against, among others, theatre owners and proprietors of hackney carriages which threatened his trade. As he ferried theatregoers across the river he may well have regaled them with samples of his versified wit such as:


The woman, spaniel, the walnut tree.
The more you beat them the better they be.



Or he might have challenged them to match his (not quite perfect) palindrome 'Lewd did I live, & evil I did dwel', of which he writes: 'This line is the same backward, as it is forward, and I will give any man five shillings apiece for as many as they can make in English.”6 There was one year, 1608, in which playgoers could have walked over the frozen river, perhaps hoping to see early performances of Coriolanus or, indeed, a revival of Hamlet. Francisco's words in that play's opening scene,’ ‘Tis bitter cold, / And I am sick at heart', would have struck a special chord if the players were indeed bold enough to brave the elements. But more probably they gave in to the weather and joined the crowds skating, drinking and eating from improvised kitchens on the ice.7 At other times Taylor's clients would have walked the few steps from the landing stage to the playhouse to pay a penny each to the doorkeeper.

Theatregoers included foreigners and other visitors to the city as well as Londoners. The English theatre was literally something to write home about, as we see in an account of a visit to the Globe for a performance of Julius Caesar in 1599 (the year it was first acted) by a Swiss physician, Thomas Platter, only a month or two after the playhouse opened its doors.8 He seems to have been surprised to learn that 'every day around two o'clock in the afternoon two and sometimes even three plays are performed at different places, in order to make people merry'. He goes on to describe the theatre buildings. Of the seating arrangements he writes:

The places are built in such a way that they act on a raised scaffold, and everyone can well see everything. However, there are separate galleries and places, where one sits more pleasantly and better, therefore also pays more. For he who remains standing below pays only one English penny, but if he wants to sit he is let in at another door, where he gives a further penny; but if he desires to sit on cushions in the pleasantest place, where he not only sees everything well but can also be seen, then he pays at a further door another English penny.9

Platter notes that while some spectators stood, others paid more to sit. Notoriously, Hamlet refers to those who stood in the yard as groundlings:

O, it offends me to the soul to hear a robustious, periwig-pated fellow tear a passion to tatters, to very rags, to split the ears of the groundlings, who for the most part are capable of nothing but inexplicable dumb shows and noise. (Hamlet, 3.2.8-13)

The word 'groundlings' may have amused those who flocked to early performances of the play, but equally it may have offended them. We know the word as a theatre term entirely from its use here in Hamlet, but it would either have been unfamiliar to or have had quite different connotations for the play's first audiences. The first datable use of it in print is in 1601, very close to the time at which Shakespeare wrote Hamlet, in Philemon Holland's eloquent translation of Pliny's Natural History. It originally meant a small fish that lived in mud at the bottom of the water.10 Hamlet's term is a metaphor, chosen presumably because the groundlings gaped up at the actors on the platform above them like fish from the bottom of a stream. Did they take offence at it? Or did they interpret his remarks as part of the satirical characterization of a lofty aristocrat? Or was there a genial rapport between stage and yard which enabled them to enjoy his comments as good-natured banter? Did those in the galleries pat themselves on the back in a complacent sense of superiority? Or is it even possible that Shakespeare dodged confrontation by omitting or altering this passage in performance? In the first printed text of the play, the so-called 'bad', or 'short', quarto of 1603, which may be closer to early performances than the much longer 'good' quarto of 1604, and than the different text in the First Folio, the less explicit word 'ignorant' appears instead of 'groundlings'.11

At the turn of the century theatre was a growth industry, as exemplified by the building of two large new playhouses: the Globe in 1599 and the Fortune in 1600. People flocked to see plays for various reasons. Some hoped for straightforward entertainment. Some looked for edification, for instruction in English and Roman history, in mythology and in stories of ancient and modern heroes. Some sought to enter a world of the fantasy and imagination, or romanticized reflections of their own lives. Some went to be provoked to think about contemporary social and political issues, even though legal restraints meant that these usually had to be indirectly treated. Until the late 1590s romantic and historical subject matter prevailed, with plays set in distant lands and in the more or less remote past - as Shakespeare's were to be for the whole of his career. But from 1597 onwards the emergence of what became the Jacobean generation of dramatists, including Jonson, Dekker and Middleton, saw a broadening of subject matter, with plays set (sometimes covertly) in contemporary London and satirical of the society that produced them. And as we shall see there were plays that fuelled or provoked subversion or dissent.

How did audiences behave? It is hard to know: many commentators wrote from positions of prejudice. Certainly playgoers came from varied ranks of society, and some theatres attracted more fashionable audiences than others. In an epigram published around 1611 the poet Sir John Davies emphasized social inclusiveness:


we see at all the playhouse doors
When ended is the play, the dance, and song,
 A thousand townsmen, gentlemen and whores,
 Porters and servingmen together throng …12



Puritan opponents of theatre and other polemicists liked to suggest that the yard, at least, teemed with prostitutes and pickpockets, and that playgoing was an inevitable prelude to whoring. In 1580, when public theatres had existed in England only for a few years, Anthony Munday, himself a playwright, wrote of 'the chapel of Satan −1 mean the Theatre', where visitors would find 'no want of young ruffians, nor lack of harlots utterly past all shame, who press to the fore-front of the scaffolds to the end to show their impudency and to be as an object to all men's eyes'.13 Munday takes such obvious delight in his invective that it is difficult to see him as an objective witness. Similarly the tub-thumping Puritan Philip Stubbes wrote bitterly in 1583 that 'these goodly pageants being ended, every mate sorts to his mate, everyone brings another homeward of their way very friendly, and in their secret conclaves covertly they play the sodomites or worse'.14(The word 'sodomite' could mean any kind of sexual transgressor.) But the credibility of one, at least, of the theatrical diatribes dwindles when we realize that Stephen Gosson, himself a playwright, in his hypocritically penitential School of Abuse of 1579, was paraphrasing Ovid's fifteen-hundred-year-old Art of Love while ostensibly writing about the audiences of his own time.15

Undoubtedly audiences could include miscreants. Opportunistic pickpockets operated in the yard: their technique was vividly described by the playwright, poet and prose writer Robert Greene:

The nip [thief] standeth leaning like some mannerly gentleman against the door as men go in, and there finding talk with some of his companions, spyeth what every man hath in his purse, and where, in what place, and in which sleeve or pocket he puts his bung [purse], and according to that so he worketh either where the thrust is great within, or else as they come out at the doors.16

Thieves could be summarily punished. In 1600 the actor Will Kemp, who until recently had been a member of the company that was to give the first performances of Hamlet, wrote of 'a noted cutpurse, such a one as we tie to a post on our stage for all people to wonder at, when at a play they are taken pilfering'.17 And in the anonymous play Nobody and Somebody of around 1606, it is said that 'Somebody once picked a pocket in this playhouse yard, was hoisted on the stage and shamed about it'.18 These thieves were lucky not to be turned over to the law: anyone convicted of stealing more than twelve pence could be hanged.

There can be no doubt too that prostitutes solicited in the theatres (as they notoriously went on doing into the eighteenth, nineteenth and even twentieth centuries), but strong efforts were made to control their activities. Platter notes that 'Good order is also kept in the city in the matter of prostitution' and that a woman's clients were punished 'with imprisonment and fine', while the woman herself was taken to Bridewell - the 'house of correction' for vagabonds and whores, lying between Fleet Street and the Thames - 'where the executioner scourges her naked before the populace'. Nevertheless, Platter states, 'great swarms of these women haunt the town in the taverns and playhouses'.19

Worse still, theatres were at times the scene of serious rioting, sometimes provoked by the nature of the entertainments on offer. The most spectacular event of this kind occurred in 1616. Christopher Beeston, actor and theatre manager, had built a new indoor theatre, the Cockpit, on Drury Lane.20 On Shrove Tuesday, traditionally a holiday for apprentices and others, three or four thousand apprentices rioted, one group of them making for the theatre. They surrounded it,


broke in, wounded divers of the players, broke open their trunks, and what apparel, books, or other things they found they burnt and cut in pieces; and not content herewith, got on the top of the house and untiled it, and had not the Justices of Peace and Sheriff levied an aid and hindered their purpose, they would have laid that house likewise [i.e. like four houses in Wapping which their fellows had destroyed] even with the ground. In this skirmish one prentice was slain, being shot through the head with a pistol, and many other of their fellows were sore hurt, and such of them as are taken his Majesty hath commanded shall be executed for example' sake.21



Bad behaviour among the audience would have affected the way plays were received, and some writers blamed the unfavourable reception even of plays that are now regarded as classics on the stupidity of playgoers. John Webster wrote in the preface to The White Devil (1612) that his play had been


presented in so open and black a theatre that it wanted (that which is the only grace and setting out of a tragedy) a full and understanding auditory; and that since that time I have noted, most of the people that come to that playhouse resemble those ignorant asses (who visiting stationers' shops, their use is not to inquire for good books, but new books).



This gives at least a hint that the play might have done better at a different theatre and at a different time of year - it was played, probably in mid-winter, at the Red Bull, Clerkenwell, where audiences were accustomed to more populist fare. Ben Jonson, too, complained of unresponsive audiences; of his learned tragedy Sejanus, His Fall, he wrote that it 'suffered no less violence from our people here than the subject of it' - who was dismembered and torn limb from limb -'did from the rage of the people of Rome'. Jonson's comedy Epicene; or The Silent Woman was no better received when acted by a boys' company in 1609, but there the audience seem to have voted with their feet; the comedy is said to have been nicknamed 'The Silent Audience'.

Just as opponents of the theatre exaggerated playgoers' immorality, so too those who reported rowdy behaviour may have been over-inclined to present the exception as the rule. Shortly after Hamlet was first performed, the Privy Council itself had to admit that many playgoers were far more respectable than it had supposed. Requiring in 1602 that idle and disorderly persons frequenting public places should be press-ganged for the army, members of the Council were surprised to learn that in the playhouses the Council's officers, who searched them even before the brothels and taverns, found among the playgoers not only 'gentlemen and servingmen but lawyers, clerks, country men that had law causes, ay the Queen's men, knights, and as it was credibly reported one Earl'.22

They would not, however, have found members of the English royal family. Queen Elizabeth, and later King James, never attended public playing spaces; rather, the theatre went to them. One of the semiofficial ways of circumventing the opposition of the puritanical city fathers was to claim that performances in public playhouses were essentially rehearsals for those given, especially during the Christmas season, at court. The players were well rewarded in both cash and prestige for these events. Nevertheless, high-ranking aristocrats and princely foreign visitors who would have been invited to attend court performances went to the public theatres too. They included great ladies, ambassadors of foreign countries, and foreign noblemen such as Prince Frederick of Wurttemberg, who saw Othello at the Globe in 1610.23 The Earls of Rutland and Southampton (the latter, Shakespeare's patron, was the dedicatee of his narrative poems) were reported to spend all their time 'merely [i.e. purely] in going to plays every day' during the summer of 1599. They had time on their hands, as they had returned early from supporting the Earl of Essex in his ill-fated campaign against the Irish rebels.24 Many writers went to the theatre. Playwrights attended performances of plays by their colleagues and rivals, John Donne was known as a 'great frequenter of plays', and John Milton, whose first publication was his sonnet addressed to Shakespeare, saw plays at the Fortune when he was only 12 years old (and others elsewhere a couple of years later).25 It is intriguing, too, to speculate that the audience for the first performance of As You Like It, probably in 1600, may have included Thomas Lodge, the learned physician, formerly a writer of plays, poems and prose fiction, on whose romance Rosalynde Shakespeare had - with or without the author's agreement - closely based his play.

Admittedly, neither high rank nor intellectual capacity is a guarantee of attentive behaviour. In at least one playgoer inattentiveness took the form of studious withdrawal rather than extrovert brawling. It was said of the swottish Father Augustine Baker that as a law student in the late 1590s he would go to see plays but 'never went without a pocket book of the law, which he did read when the play or any sort of it pleased him not'. (Baker's other way of relaxing was to read Latin comedies and the learned writings of Erasmus.)26 But audiences could be deeply absorbed in the plays they most enjoyed: so, in the 1640 version of preliminary verses to the First Folio, the poet and translator Leonard Digges says he has seen


when Caesar would appear,
 And on the stage at half-sword parley were
 Brutus and Cassius; O, how the audience
 Were ravished, with what wonder they went hence …



Digges (who admittedly is concerned to boost Shakespeare's reputation) goes on to say that audiences were less responsive to Ben Jonson's heavier-going classical tragedies Sejanus and Catiline:


When some new day they would not brook a line
 Of tedious though well-laboured Catiline:
 Sejanus too was irksome, they prized more
 Honest Iago, or the jealous Moor.27



The most eloquent tribute to the raptness with which even the least well educated members of an audience could respond comes in the Prologue to Thomas Dekker's If this be not a Good Play, the Devil is in it (1611), where he writes of poets who


Can call the banished auditor home and tie
 His ear with golden chains to his melody;
 Can draw with adamantine pen even creatures
 Forged out of th'hammer on tiptoe to reach up
 And from rare silence clap their brawny hands
 T'applaud what their charmed soul scarce understands.

(lines 31-6)



Here Dekker praises the power of dramatic verse to draw even the most unlikely listeners out of themselves, working a spell that enforces attention and compels an understanding which transcends the powers of reason. 'Much', as the Duke says in Shakespeare's early play The Two Gentlemen of Verona, 'is the force of heaven-bred poesy' (3.2.71).

But the best evidence that, in spite of occasional exceptions, audi- ences of the period were worthy of the plays they were given is surely provided by the plays themselves. Popular successes of the time, such as The Spanish Tragedy, Or Faustus, Hamlet, Othello and Volpone, make heavier demands on the intellects, the emotions, the imaginations and the sheer stamina of playgoers than almost any works written in the centuries since then for the popular theatre. In the 15 80s and earlier 1590s especially, references to classical mythology and literature abound, often (even in immensely popular works such as Shakespeare's Titus Andronicus and Thomas Kyd's The Spanish Tragedy) accompanied by passages in Latin. Occasionally (as in the French scenes in Shakespeare's Henry V, or the Spanish spoken by Surly in Jonson's The Alchemist) dialogue is written in foreign tongues. In Marston's Antonio and Mellida, which is liberally besprinkled with quotations in Latin from Seneca, the hero and heroine, like Romeo and Juliet, share an extended sonnet between them - but this one is in Italian (4.1.181-98). (Admittedly this provokes a page to exclaim:? think confusion of Babel is fallen upon these lovers that they change their language.') Many plays presuppose in their audiences a level of education equivalent to that which their authors received in the grammar schools and universities of the realm. Audiences who made popular successes out of these plays must surely have been as deserving of respect, as responsive and responsible in their behaviour, as any of later ages.

When imagining audiences it is necessary to make a distinction between those at the custom-built public, 'arena' theatres, such as the Rose, the Globe and the Fortune, and the so-called private, indoor theatres, such as the tiny playhouse situated within the precincts of St Paul's cathedral, and the larger Blackfriars, both of which were adapted from pre-existing buildings. The term 'private' is misleading. Though these playhouses were more exclusive than the arenas, that was simply because they charged more for admission. Whereas the arena playhouses were open to the air, the private theatres were roofed. They were much smaller than the arenas, and - no doubt partly for that reason - were initially run for companies composed exclusively of boys, deriving originally from choir schools such as those of the Chapel Royal and St Paul's cathedral.

Private theatres operated only sporadically during the period, but some playwrights, including John Lyly in the early years, and John Marston and Ben Jonson later, wrote largely or - as Lyly did -exclusively for them. They had two periods of glory. The first began in 1576 when rooms in the old Dominican monastery of the Black-friars were converted into an indoor theatre which was used by boy players for eight years. It was in that year that James Burbage, whose son Richard was to become the leading actor of Shakespeare's company, the Lord Chamberlain's Men, built the Theatre. Events relating to this building led to the second great flowering of the boys' companies. The Lord Chamberlain's Men's ground lease was due to expire in 1597, and in 1596 James Burbage reconverted the Blackfriars with the aim of providing an indoor home for the Lord Chamberlain's Men. It was only possible to contemplate using a building in this exclusive area as a theatre because it was not technically part of the City and so did not fall under the jurisdiction of the Lord Mayor, who with his colleagues would have been bound to object. Even so, local residents (who included the Lord Chamberlain himself, deeply involved with the players though he was) successfully petitioned the Privy Council against its use for plays. The fear was that it would 'grow to be a very great annoyance and trouble, not only to all the noblemen and gentlemen thereabout inhabiting but also a general inconvenience to all the inhabitants of the same precinct', both because it would attract a lot of undesirables to the area - a special and very real danger in time of plague - and also, the residents complained, because 'the same playhouse is so near the church that the noise of the drums and trumpets will greatly disturb and hinder both the ministers and parishioners in time of divine service and sermons'.28As a result of this, on the expiry of their lease the Lord Chamberlain's Men moved the timbers of the Theatre over the river to construct the Globe, and leased the Blackfriars to a boys' company - who used for their music softer-toned woodwind rather than the brass instruments of the adult companies - which performed there from 1600. Not until 1608, when it was taken over by what was now the King's Men, was the private theatre available for an adult company, and plague delayed its opening until late in 1609. It was especially valuable during the winter, when use of the Globe and of the other open-air theatres would have been difficult.

The Lord Chamberlain's Men's acquisition of the Blackfriars brought about a shift in playwriting techniques. Whereas in the public theatres plays were acted without a break, in the private theatres they were customarily divided into five acts, for the practical reason that candles used for illumination had to be trimmed at frequent intervals. To keep the audience entertained, music was performed during the act breaks as well as before (and during) the performance. The theatre's musicians had a high reputation. The structure of these theatres also made possible more spectacular visual effects than in the open-air public arenas. The dramaturgy of Shakespeare's final plays exemplifies the shift, though it is not entirely radical as plays still needed to be performable in public as well as private spaces. Spectacular effects such as the masque in The Tempest and the descent from the heavens of Jupiter in Cymbeline might have been easier at the Blackfriars than at the Globe; yet Pericles, which also features a deity who appears from above, was written before the Blackfriars became available. No play is more appropriate for performance at the Blackfriars than All is True (later known as Henry VIII), by Shakespeare and his younger colleague John Fletcher, since the auditorium there is where the actual trial of a central character, Katherine of Aragon - a trial which is dramatized in the play - had taken place; yet we know from contemporary reports that the play was first given at the Globe, in 1613, and there is no record of its having been played at the Blackfriars (which does not prove that it was not). The Globe burned down during one of its earliest performances.

Admission to private theatres cost more than to the arenas: a basic sixpence for admission to the galleries, more for a seat in the pit, and still more for a stool on the stage itself, where fashion-conscious young men enjoyed being seen as well as seeing.29 Playgoers at private theatres thought of themselves as a cut above those who frequented the arena stages. So in 1600, John Marston, in a play called Jack Drum's Entertainment, performed in the private theatre of St Paul's, had a character say that he liked 'the audience that frequenteth there / With much applause. A man shall not be choked / With the stench of garlic, nor be pasted/To the barmy jacket of a beer-brewer'30 - the implication being that groundlings at theatres such as the Globe would smell unsavoury, an accusation repeated in Thomas Middleton's satirical pamphlet Father Hubburd's Tales (1604) when he writes of 'a dull audience of stinkards sitting in the penny galleries of a theatre and yawning upon the players'.31

Thomas Platter, visiting the Globe in 1599, notes that 'during the play food and drink is carried around among the people, so that one can also refresh oneself for one's money'.32 This last phrase suggests, improbably, that perhaps the refreshments were included in the price of admission. But Platter's remark reminds us that, at least until around 1609, performances in the public theatres were given without a break. Although we are accustomed to reading the plays in editions into which act and scene divisions are introduced, we should remember that, until the opening of the Blackfriars, playwrights of the period - though they may have been influenced by the five-act structure of classical drama, as Shakespeare certainly was in, for instance, Henry V, with its Chorus before and after each act - nevertheless generally conceived of their plays as continuous units. Every edition of a Shakespeare play printed during his lifetime, and most of those by his contemporaries, is undivided; clearly the writers expected these plays to be acted without interruption. So if people wanted to eat and drink, they had to do so while the play was being performed. This custom led to one happy consequence, at least, when the Globe burnt down in 1613; the only injury, we learn from a letter written by Sir Henry Wotton (reproduced in full on pp. 210-11), was to a man whose breeches caught fire: he was able to quench the conflagration with bottled ale snatched, perhaps, from one of the fleeing vendors.

Platter is interesting on costuming. 'The play-actors are dressed most exquisitely and elegantly, because of the custom in England that when men of rank or knights die they give and bequeath almost their finest apparel to their servants, who, since it does not befit them, do not wear such garments, but afterwards let the play-actors buy them for a few pence.' The idea that it did not 'befit' servants to wear fine garments relates to a series of sumptuary laws enacted during the later part of the sixteenth century which attempted, with limited success, to impose a class system of dress. It was decreed by proclamation in 1574 that none might wear 'Any silk of the colour of purple, cloth of gold tissued, nor fur of sables, but only the King, Queen, King's mother, children, brethren, and sisters, uncles and aunts; and except dukes, marquises, and earls, who may wear the same in doublets, jerkins, linings of cloaks, gowns, and hose; and those of the Garter, purple in mantles only'.33 These laws, which were hard to enforce, were repealed in 1604, but relics of the system linger on even today in the on-duty costumes of, for instance, schoolchildren, the medical profession, members of the armed forces, traffic wardens, and peers of the realm.

Platter's note, even though he may have based it on the kind of gossip to which tourists are susceptible, reinforces the fact that the actors would, where appropriate, be handsomely dressed, and also -like much other evidence - suggests that they would largely have worn contemporary costume, whatever the period in which the play was set.

A cache of papers left by the theatre owner and financier Philip Henslowe, known loosely as his diary and relating principally to the affairs of the Rose playhouse between 1590 and 1604, reveals much about all aspects of theatrical life, including the actors' costumes. Henslowe often records the expenditure of far more than 'a few pence' on costumes for particular performances, and on material for the company's seamstresses and tailors to make up. On 9 May 1598, for instance, he lent £7 'to buy a doublet and a pair of hose laid thick with gold laces', and on 21 August £10 for 'a suit and a gown' for the play of Vayvode; later that month he laid out £2. 165. 6d. 'to pay the lace man's bill' along with 285. 6d. for the tailor's bill (the lace man received frequent payments); in November he lent £7 'to buy women's gown [sic] and other things for [appropriately] The Fountain of New Fashions', and in the following January 'taffeta for two women's gowns for The Two Angry Women of Abingdon' cost him £9. Sometimes he operated a hire purchase system: a player named Richard Jones paid him five shillings a week (except for one week when he couldn't manage it) over a period of twelve weeks for 'a man's gown of peach colour in grain' (that is, indelible, fast-dyed) in the latter part of 1594. These were large sums at a time when a teacher or clergyman might think himself lucky to be paid £20 a year. Clearly the company laid great importance on appearing in fresh and, when appropriate, fine, array.

Theatre companies worked on a co-operative system. The major companies needed around fifteen to twenty regular performers.

Although some of Shakespeare's plays have more than fifty speaking parts, most of them can be acted by a group of fifteen or so, with many of the actors taking two or more roles. There would be a number of stakeholders, fluctuating perhaps from eight to a dozen, known as the sharers who would normally also be active as actors and possibly writers. At least one of them would take on the responsibilities of company manager, looking after financial matters. The company would need professional boy actors, often apprenticed to leading actors, to play women's roles; three or four are enough for most plays of the period, but some roles - such as Rosalind in Shakespeare's As You Like It, the Duchess of Malfi in Webster's tragedy, and Beatrice-Joanna in Middleton and Rowley's The Changeling - are immensely demanding. In addition, the company would take on hired men, paid by the week, according to the varying requirements of their scripts. They also needed support staff: musicians, one or more scribes, property men, wardrobe keepers, doormen (or women), and stage-keepers who did anything from sweeping the stage, clearing up refuse in the auditorium, appearing as extras in crowd scenes and posting playbills.34

Henslowe tells us much about the conditions in which actors worked. In 1597 he contracted a number of new players for the Rose, including one William Kendall who agreed to work for him for a period of two years at the rate of ten shillings for each week he played in London, and five shillings a week on tour, with the condition that he should be 'ready at all times to play in the house of the said Philip, and in no other during the said term'.35 These were not bad rates at a time when an artisan would receive no more than one shilling a week, but then as now theatre was a risky profession. Some actors' contracts were more detailed and stringent than Kendall's. An agreement of 1614 between Henslowe and the actor Robert Dawes is illuminating about theatre practice. Dawes had to agree to a sliding scale of penalties for a variety of foreseeable misdemeanours. If he was late for a rehearsal 'which shall the night before the rehearsal be given publicly out', he would forfeit twelve pence; if he failed to turn up for the rehearsal at all, it would cost him two shillings; if he was not 'ready apparelled … to begin the play at the hour of three of the clock in the afternoon' he would pay three shillings; and if he should 'happen to be overcome with drink at the time when he [ought to] play, by the judgement of four of the said company' it would cost him ten shillings. If he failed to turn up at all, with no reasonable excuse, the penalty was a pound. And if he left the playhouse with any of the proprietors' costumes on his body, or took away any of their property, or even helped anyone else to do so, he would suffer the crippling penalty of £40.36 Prosecution might have been more acceptable - except that theft was a capital offence.

Running a company was an expensive business, subject to unforeseeable hazards such as riots, bad weather and outbreaks of sickness, especially plague, which could close theatres for long periods of time. When this happened the companies' regular tours of the provinces would be indefinitely extended. Touring was arduous. Costumes, properties and musical instruments had to be transported by hand and by cart. Actors would travel by foot, on horseback or on mules, their entrance into towns heralded by trumpet and drum. They found accommodation where they could. City authorities had to give permission for playing, and not all of them were welcoming. The actors would carry a letter from their patron as evidence that they were authorized (an example of such a letter is reproduced in Documents, p. 238 below). It was usual to give the first performance in any town free for the mayor and his guests. There were virtually no purpose-built playhouses outside London; performances took place in guildhalls, great and not-so-great houses, schoolrooms and even in churches. This required flexibility of staging. If there was no trapdoor, the graveyard scene in Hamlet would have to be adapted or left out. If there was no upper level, the balcony scene in Romeo and Juliet would suffer. Texts had to be adjusted at short notice to suit the shifting circumstances. Shakespeare provides an entertaining illustration of this in the drastic alterations made by the mechanicals in A Midsummer Night's Dream to fit the tragedy of Pyramus and Thisbe for performance before Duke Theseus and his court.

Hazardous though the business was, the rewards of running a theatre and of performing in it could be great. As we have seen, Shakespeare became a rich man, able to buy a fine house in Stratford, by the time he was in his mid-thirties; Edward Alleyn (1566-1626), the leading actor of the Lord Admiral's Men who was also an astute ebusinessman, became one of the leading educational philanthropists of his time and founded Dulwich College. And Henslowe, owner and manager of the Rose theatre (but also the owner of other playhouses, inns, brothels and bear-baiting arenas), amassed wealth. On his death he left money for mourning gowns for forty poor men to accompany his body to the grave.

As well as actors and support staff, the companies had a desperate need of a stream of new plays to satisfy the demands of both the court and the general public. London had a population of around 200,000 people. Theatregoing was immensely popular: around one in ten persons regularly saw plays. So when Hamlet was first performed at the Globe that theatre was competing for business with at least the Rose and the Fortune, as well as with the boys' companies of whom Hamlet complains. And the theatres were competing too for the services of writers. Each company performed a different play every weekday afternoon, which meant that they needed up to forty or so different plays a year. It is because Henslowe's son-in-law Edward Alleyn made enough money to found Dulwich College - and because he was so public-spirited as to do so - that we know as much as we do about the Rose theatre and its repertory. We should be even more grateful if we knew as much about Shakespeare's playhouse, the Globe. It is because the Henslowe papers survive that we know, for instance, that on successive days in January 1593 playgoers at the Rose were offered performances of plays called The Comedy of Cosmo and Sir John Mandeville (both of unknown authorship and now lost), A Knack to Know a Knave (anonymous), Titus Andronicus by Shakespeare, Harry the Sixth (presumably the first part of Henry VI by Shakespeare), Friar Bacon and Friar Bungay by Robert Greene, who had recently died, The Jew of Malta by Marlowe, one of the two parts of the anonymous Tamar Cham, and Mulomuloc (probably an alternative title for George Peek's The Battle of Alcazar, which the company had acted thirteen times during the previous year). The strain on the actors and support staff in putting on so large and varied a repertory within so short a space of time can only be imagined. Rehearsal time must have been minimal; actors had to have fast-working and phenomenally capacious memories. Only at the end of the afternoon, as either applause or catcalls filled their ears, would they know which play the bills should announce for the following day. In that particular January they were called upon for only one performance each of The Jealous Comedy, Tamar Cham, The Tragedy of the Guise (Marlowe's Massacre at Paris, which appears to have been new), two performances of Shakespeare's Harry the Sixth, The Comedy of Cosmo, Jeronimo (Kyd's The Spanish Tragedy) and Mulomuloc, and three each of A Knack to Know a Knave, Sir John Mandeville, Shakespeare's Titus Andronicus, Greene's Friar Bacon and Friar Bungay, and Marlowe's popular The Jew of Malta. The highest receipts were for the two plays by Marlowe. The company were unwise to give three performances each of Friar Bacon and Friar Bungay, which was several years old, and Sir John Mandeville, presumably based on the fourteenth-century account of the fantastical travels of the mythical traveller Sir John Mandeville, which, however, had done quite well for them in previous performances; both plays did poor business. During this month Shakespeare and Marlowe must have spent much time together in the playhouse where each of them was having such success. And though Marlowe was not an actor, Shakespeare may well have appeared in some of the Rose plays, perhaps including some by Marlowe.

Although a few writers were contracted to write exclusively for a single company for several years, most of them worked freelance, offering their services to any company that would employ them. Shakespeare is exceptional in having written solely for the Lord Chamberlain's, later the King's, Men from their beginnings to the end of his career nearly twenty years later. The money a freelance playwright could earn for a single play was not great, and some of them worked hard to keep up a phenomenal output. Before the end of a career that lasted for close on half a century, Thomas Heywood (c. 1573-1641) claimed to have had an entire hand, or at least a 'main finger', in some two hundred and twenty plays; in addition he wrote in many other literary forms. A standard fee during the 1590s for one single-authored play was £6 - less than the cost of some of the more expensive individual costumes. And there was no royalty system to give authors a continuing financial interest in their work.

It was customary for writers to receive part payment in advance, before the play was completed - or even before they started it - and some of them desperately needed it. At the beginning of December 1597 Henslowe advanced Ben Jonson £1 'in ready money' for a play that was to be completed before Christmas. Jonson had already shown an outline to the company, so Henslowe had an idea of what he would be getting. And towards the end of the same month Henslowe paid £3 to Anthony Munday and Michael Drayton for 'a book' - play script - called Mother Redcap; six days later Munday received an additional five shillings 'toward his book', and on 5 January a final payment of £4. 75.

During the early part of the seventeenth century fees increased. Surviving correspondence between Philip Henslowe and the playwright Robert Daborne shows something of the hectic conditions of the theatre world. On 17 April 1613 Henslowe agreed to pay Daborne £20 in all for a tragedy to be called Machiavel and the Devil; after an initial advance of £6 Daborne was to receive a further £4 on handing in the play's first three acts, and a final £10 'upon delivery of the last scene perfected'. This was to be by 31 May, allowing six weeks for the entire task. But eleven days after the agreement Daborne, finding himself in urgent need because his servant - it is interesting that he could afford a servant - had been 'committed to Newgate' prison, implored Henslowe for a further advance of £z.37 Five days after this he begged for another £1, promising to deliver the first three acts 'fair written' within four days. He managed some pages, 'though not so fair written all as I could wish', and though he acknowledged that he could not deliver the full script by the due date, still it would arrive 'upon the neck of this new play they are now studying', and if Henslowe would cough up the final instalment of his fee Daborne would read what he had written to Alleyn and lose no time 'till it be concluded'. But he was 'unwilling to read to the general company till all be finished'. This was on 16 May. On the 19th Daborne signed a receipt for his final payment, noting: 'This play to be delivered [presumably his servant was now out of prison] in to Mr Henslowe with all speed.' It has not survived, and we do not even know if it was acted.

Reading a newly written play to the company was a regular practice (and continued to be so at least until the twentieth century38), and could be an occasion for conviviality; in 1598 Henslowe lent the company five shillings to spend at a tavern called the Sun in New Fish Street on the occasion of the reading of 'the book called The Famous Wars of Henry the First and the Prince of Wales'?39 The writers were Drayton, Dekker and Chettle. Whether Henslowe got his money back we know not.

Between four and six weeks seems to have been the standard timescale for writing a play. The six weeks of Lent, during which performances were prohibited by law, would have provided a convenient writing opportunity for an actor-dramatist such as Shakespeare, who may have ridden home to Stratford for the purpose. But urgent need sometimes imposed tighter deadlines. Michael Drayton promised to complete a play in a fortnight, and, as we have seen, Ben Jonson hoped to work up a plot within the same length of time. Shakespeare's rate of production seems not to have been so rapid. His output, which averaged around two plays a year, with an attempt to satisfy his company's needs by alternating tragedy and comedy, was steady rather than phenomenal, partly no doubt because his standards were high, but also because he had other duties as both actor and shareholder.

It has been estimated that almost half of the plays written for the public theatres were of joint authorship, partly no doubt to keep up with the demand.40 The prevalence of collaboration as a working method is liable to be underestimated because most of the finest plays of the period that survive are single-authored. A play is, we may feel, more likely to achieve artistic coherence and unity of vision if it is the product of a single imagination. Nevertheless some great plays are collaborative: the comedy of Eastward Ho (1605) came from the joint pens of George Chapman, Ben Jonson and John Marston; the composition of The Changeling was the joint product of Thomas Middleton and the far less famous William Rowley; and the names of Beaumont and Fletcher are as inseparable as Gilbert and Sullivan or Rodgers and Hammerstein, even though many of the plays collected in 1647 under their joint names were written either by one of them working independently, or in collaboration with one or more other writers, or by someone entirely other.

Most of Shakespeare's best plays are single-authored, but he collaborated with other writers at times, especially early and late in his career. Scholars have been reluctant to acknowledge this, but there is now fairly general agreement that in his early years he worked with George Peele on Titus Andronicus and with Thomas Nashe on Henry VI, Part One. He also seems likely to have written some scenes of Edward III, printed anonymously in 1596. Towards the end of his career he apparently worked with Thomas Middleton on Timon of Athens, with John Fletcher on the play known in its own time as All is True, retitled Henry VIII for its publication in the First Folio, on The Two Noble Kinsmen, and on a lost play, Cardenio, which to judge by its title was based on episodes from Don Quixote. Pericles is now agreed to be a collaboration with George Wilkins, and Middleton apparently had a share in both Measure for Measure and Macbeth, but as an adapter rather than as a collaborator. Shakespeare's collaborative activities will loom large in later chapters of this book.

In his early years Shakespeare was more of a loner than Ben Jonson, most of whose early collaborations are lost. Jonson worked with Henry Chettle and Henry Porter on Hot Anger Soon Cold in 1598, with Thomas Dekker on Page of Plymouth the following year, and with Chettle, Dekker, 'and other gentleman' [sic] in 1599. But all we know of Jonson's personality suggests that he would not have been an easy creative bedfellow. As his career developed he took pride in his independence, even when he was working speedily. In the Prologue to Volpone (1606), he claims that


five weeks fully penned it-
From his own hand, without a co-adjutor,
Novice, journeyman or tutor.

(lines 16-18)



Those four nouns usefully define a range of the roles that a collaborator might enact. A coadjutor would be an equal collaborator, a novice a kind of apprentice, a journeyman a hack brought in perhaps to supply a comic subplot, and a tutor a master craftsman guiding a novice. Shakespeare, for example, may have started as tutor to John Fletcher, but they ended up as coadjutors - equal collaborators. Divisions of labour varied from play to play, and are often difficult to discern. In The Two Noble Kinsmen, discussed in more detail in Chapter 7, it seems clear that Shakespeare wrote the whole of the first and last acts, some intervening scenes and speeches, and perhaps added touches here and there. Presumably he and Fletcher had discussed the overall design of the play in relation to its principal source, Chaucer's The Knight's Tale. Sometimes new writers were brought in to revise an existing manuscript. As we shall see in Chapter 4, Shakespeare was not above helping to rework the play of Sir Thomas More, written originally by Anthony Munday, after it had fallen foul of the censor. It was not uncommon even for successful plays to be adapted after their initial composition. In 1601 Henslowe 'lent' Edward Alleyn £4 which he in turn was to 'lend' to Ben Jonson for writing additional scenes for Thomas Kyd's The Spanish Tragedy, originally written around 1587, and the surviving version of Macbeth is almost certainly Middleton's revision of Shakespeare's play.

Clearly then the conditions in which the greatest plays of the English drama were produced did not make for an easy life for those who wrote and performed them. Yet it was a system that worked, perhaps because rather than in spite of its improvisatory and tumultuous nature. Though theatre design was simple, it was flexible and effective. Speed of production seems to have acted as an inspiration rather than a deterrent to ambition and achievement. Collaboration may have evolved as a means of throwing plays together in a hurry, but at its best it could act as an imaginative stimulus, a pooling of diverse talents conducive to a wider range of dramatic style than individual authors might have achieved on their own. Rapid advances in humanistic education created receptive audiences. The intellectual excitement and rapid development of the expressive qualities of the English language were as apparent in the drama as in any other literary forms: there is no other period in which so much of the finest writing, in both verse and prose, is to be found in plays written for the popular theatre. This is the environment in which Shakespeare and his fellows flourished. In the chapters that follow I seek to describe some of their interactions and of their individual achievements. But first, let us look at the acting profession in Shakespeare's time, and at some of its most conspicuous practitioners.




End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OEBPS/images/Well_9780307497826_epub_012_r1.jpg
TWO
NOBLE

KINSMEN

Prefented arche Blackfriers

by dhe Kings Maiefisfrvanes,
i gty

riten by he memorale Wordies






OEBPS/images/Well_9780307497826_epub_011_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Well_9780307497826_epub_010_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Well_9780307497826_epub_L01_r1.jpg







OEBPS/images/Well_9780307497826_epub_cvt_r1.jpg







OEBPS/images/Well_9780307497826_epub_cvi_r1.jpg
SHAKESPEARE
AND CO.

Christopher Marlowe
Thomas Dekker
Ben Jonson
Thomas Middleton
John Fletcher
and the Other Players in His Story

STANLEY WELLS

)]





OEBPS/images/Well_9780307497826_epub_005_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Well_9780307497826_epub_004_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Well_9780307497826_epub_003_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Well_9780307497826_epub_002_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Well_9780307497826_epub_tp_r1.jpg
STANLEY WELLS

Shakespeare and Co.

Christopher Marlowe
Thomas Dekker
Ben Jonson
Thomas Middleton
Jobn Fletcher
and the Other Players in His Story

=]

PANTHEON BOOKS
New York





OEBPS/images/Well_9780307497826_epub_001_r1.jpg
R B
{Tragicall Hiftoric of

HAMLET
Prince of Denmrke.
7 v b

ittt bty i
i s R
e






OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/images/Well_9780307497826_epub_009_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Well_9780307497826_epub_008_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Well_9780307497826_epub_007_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Well_9780307497826_epub_006_r1.jpg





