The Elizabethan theatre 1576-1642 
1. Elizabeth’s reign (1558-1603) 

2. James’ reign (1603-1625) 

3. Charles I (1625-1648) 

4. Oliver  Cromwell (1648-1658) 

The Theatre 1576, The Curtain 1577, The Rose 1587, The Swan 1595, The Globe 1599, The Fortune 1600, The Hope 1614

Throughout the reigns of Elizabeth, James and Charles players would play in theatres, in halls at the universities, in great chambers of private houses, in inn yards and in the Court. Because their profession demanded that they wander from town to town in search for audiences, the first group of players would be categorized officially by the local and civic authorities as vagrants. The Tudors passed a series of laws against vagrants and rogues, that is, against the unstable elements of the population. In 1572 the “The Acte for the punishment of vagabonds” required each company to be authorized by a nobleman. It compelled players to seek protection from the law by taking nominal service with an aristocratic protector who lent his name to the company. Their noble patrons offered the players protection against punishment usually inflicted on vagabonds (whipping, branding, and imprisonment).


The major opposition came from preachers and the City authorities, that is, the Lord Mayor and the council, who, however, had authority only inside the City [the centre of economy, business and finance], while London was spreading to the north and south.  The Puritans’ polemics against the theatre and theatre-going was based on the following grounds:
· Purely religious grounds: Any act of impersonation is inherently wicked. At the same time, there was a strong, Puritan suspicion about shows of any kind that looked alike the Catholic ceremonial that the Church of England had renounced.
· Social grounds: Concerns for public health [plague], crime and prostitution 
· Players were supposed to offend religion and threaten the economic life of the City. According to the Puritans theatres distracted the citizens from after-noon church-going, seduced working people into idleness, especially artisans and apprentices, taking time off from work, and students. So, the City felt that the playhouses drew apprentices and other servants from their ordinary work.
· The theatre crowd generally offended the strict morality of the Puritan population. For example, middle-class women had masks on, so they resembled prostitutes. 
· Players appeared to be sinners because they played on the Sabbath, they wore women’s clothes [cross-dressing] and because their dialogues was considered obscene. At the same time, the luxury of their costumes offended the Puritans’ advocacy of plainness and simplicity.

For all these reasons all theatres were built outside the City jurisdiction, in the suburbs of London [The Globe] or in the famous “liberties”, i.e. a piece of land within the City of London itself, which was not directly subject to the authority of the lord mayor. 
However, the actors had protectors at Court. Elizabeth openly took the leading companies under her wings. (When James came to the throne he took the patronage of the most important London companies.) The Court appointed an officer, the Master of Revels, who was in charge of the organization of court shows.  He also had the power to license performance, and censor plays for “matters of religion, and government of the state”. Dramatists who wrote political plays and satires against monarchy could be imprisoned for sedition. 
Only in 1642 did the City and the Puritans gain the power to close theatres down because of the plague.
      Types of Playhouses: 1. The private and 2. The public (Theatres) 

Private playhouses were located in the halls of various buildings, had small capacity (600) were more expensive and only boy companies acted there until 1609.They were exclusive. 

Public playhouses [“Public” from the Latin word ‘populus’]. 
The Elizabethan theatre had enormous capacity (2000-3000) and was public because it encompassed all classes since its construction greatly contributed to its popular character and function. [At peak times theatre attendance amounted to 25000 people a week!] It was truly popular for it was an important component of mass culture but it was also very popular with the upper class (the nobles and the Court). (The opposite was the French theatre which was elitist). The audience represented every class and every trade so the playwright had to satisfy all the tastes, from lyricism and lofty style to clownery.
Construction of the Elizabethan Theatre
It was a great open, wooden amphitheatre of 3 storeys high and roofed with thatch or tiles. The open courtyard was called the pit. The rich had their seats in the galleries while the people were standing in the pit, surrounded the stage, and intervened actively in the performance. 
1. The stage was simply a raised platform extending to the middle of the pit. It was surrounded on 3 sides by the audience who for the 2-3 hours duration of performance were willing to be exposed in the bad weather.
2. The tiring-house (a changing room): It was placed at the rear of the stage, and its front had more 2 or more doors opening onto the stage.
3. Above the 2 doors there was a gallery (“aloft”) divided into rooms. These rooms housed musicians, were used as windows or balcony scenes, or represented city walls. Most scenes taking place there were short and consisted of speech rather than movements.
4. The canopy: It spread over the stage, supported by 2 pillars (decorated with zodiac signs, or representing the sky). It was protecting the actors from bad weather. 
5. The hut: On top of the canopy there was a hut which contained the machinery for sound effects or winches, from which a trumpet was sounded 3 times at the beginning of each performance. 
6. Trapdoors in the stage from which devils appeared, or were used as graves

Performance:
Companies: The leading players were shareholders; they invested capital in the company and shared the profit they made form the tickets. Apart from them, there were also boy players who joined the companies at the age of 10-13 and played women’s parts. When they came of age they had the right to become shareholders. Until then they were supposed to serve the full members.

Acting: Antirealist. 
In broad daylight it was difficult for the actors to identify with their roles. To maintain attention they exaggerated their movements and used inflated rhetoric. There were also some conventional ways of expressing feelings. (The White Devil: “sorrow expressed in Giovanni and Lodovico”: the tearing of the hair). The acting of female parts by boys (realistic acting very difficult therefore we have many scenes in which women appear mad or mentally distressed). 
Plays incorporated songs, dances, fights and dumb shows. These interrupted the flow of the play so the actors did not have the time to develop empathy.
Authorship: Great demand for plays which made companies perform a different play every day (a total of 38 plays). (So the actors had to memorize rather than to identify with their roles.) This had as a consequence collaborative writing, that is, co-authorship. Dramatists were selling their plays to companies and the play texts became their property from then on. It was not normally in the companies’ interest to have their scripts circulating in print for fear of competition from rival companies.

Audience-actors: illusionist [realist] theatre is impossible. 

· No curtains, no changes in scenery, broad daylight. Sometimes actors would use the pit for entries and exits. Sometimes they would express the moral of the play (end of The Duchess of Malfi) 

· Neutrality and flexibility of the stage, no scenery or any other localizing factor. Continuous staging: Scene divisions are identifiable by the departure of a group of actors as another group enters. Discovery scenes: They took place in the middle door which was wider than the other two. Split scenes: Two places shown at the same time. For example, props were placed in the inner stage behind the curtains, and, when curtains were drawn, characters from the last scene remaining on the stage move to the new setting (The White Devil). Locality indicated by speeches, title boards, stage props.
· Stage props: They were very essential but not so much for their practical use but because they helped the audience identify location and time and for their symbolic value.
· Yet some naturalism present on stage (bags with animal blood pierced, executions occurring on stage, smoke for fog etc.)

· Costumes: magnificent, but there was no effort towards historicity. At the same time, they were very conventional (black=invisibility, as in “robes to go invisible” The Tempest, white=innocent maidens). So they helped the audience 1) identify the characters and 2) to interpret them.
Elizabethan dramaturgy
1. Lack of realism

2. Complicated plots--lack of causality of plot: No logical development of narrative because many complex narratives were attached to the main line of the plot. Causes were not always followed by their effects (for example, reversal from cruelty to love) because the focus was not so much on psychological penetration but on the rhetoric on stage.

3. Prominence of language because of the conditions of performance and the tradition in rhetoric.

Characters: types. No interest in psychological development with very few exceptions (Macbeth, Hamlet, the Duchess of Malfi)

Rulers—lustful tyrants

Women—chaste or unchaste

Villains--- bastard, crippled, poverty

Dramatic Speech [Drama was in verse] and theatrical Conventions:

Sententiae from ancient texts but also the moral in English. It was stated in couplet which the audience could memorize afterwards.

Soliloquy: The most important form of direct speech that reveals the characters’ inner thoughts, desires and schemes. It marks at the dramatic level the beginnings of the humanist view of man as subject who is the agent of action, and in whose interiority we can find the origin of action. The impression of interiority is produced through the soliloquy which makes audible the interior voice (in contrast with the moralities and allegories). 

Inductions: the actors introduce themselves, they make it clear that the play that follows is a construct, and summarise the moral.
Asides: brief statements. The actors talk to themselves aloud without being heard by the others so as to reveal to the audience their inner thoughts, motives and feelings.

Dumb shows: Silent scenes for the sake of dramatic economy, the creation of a special atmosphere or used as allegories, implicitly commenting on the action.

Subplots: they served as contrasts to the main plot (The Changeling)
Italy-Spain: The tragedies were always set there. Both countries became the conventional sites of stage representations of Machiavellian politics, violence, passion, ambition, jealousy and death. Yet those countries represented in reality 116th and 17th England (ambition, corruption of the court, executions and torture)
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