SHAKEPEARE’S PLAYHOUSES (British Library)[image: ]


Thanks to contemporary drawings of similar playhouses, we know roughly what the Globe looked like. It resembled the Theatre closely, in part because it had been constructed from the Theatre’s materials. Roughly 30 meters in diameter, it could accommodate an audience of 3,000. The stage protruded into the standing area, so players downstage were surrounded on three sides by the groundlings, who were presumably talking, belching, eating nuts, and sometimes engaging in discussions with the actors onstage. There was a trapdoor to a cellar beneath the stage; when ghostly, demonic, or otherwise dead characters appeared, they would emerge from the cellar, accompanied perhaps by smoke, noise, or other special effects. Through the trapdoor the Ghost of Hamlet’s father – a role that may have been played by Shakespeare himself – probably appeared in the play’s first performance, startling groundlings and seated patrons alike. From the cellar, he bellowed ‘Swear!’ resoundingly and repeatedly. Complementing the hell-space, the Globe had a heaven-space, a cloud-painted roof over the back of the stage. In Cymbeline, when Jupiter 'descends in Thunder and Lightning, sitting uppon an Eagle,' he may have been lowered from 'heaven'. Below the roof, a balcony held musicians and provided a space from which characters could survey the action below (perhaps the royal audience sat here during the play-within-the-play in Hamlet); very important members of the audience might be seated there as well. As far as we know, the Globe had a curtained alcove beneath the balcony, called the ‘discovery space’. Here, no doubt, Ferdinand and Miranda were discovered playing chess in The Tempest.
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AN ELizaseraaN THEATER — RESTORATION

The courtyards of London inns often served as playhouses before regular theaters
were built. These inn yards furnished many suggestions for the early theaters, «
the picture shows. ‘The stage was in one end, and the open space in front servert
as the pit. The galleries around the sides afforded additional space for spectators.
The plays were given in the afternoon, as artificial Tighting was impossible. The
occupants of the pit had the sky for roof, and had often to-seek shelter from storm
There was almost total lack of scenery.  For example, a painted sign alone indicated
Prospero's Tsland in Shakespearc’s Tempest. The audience welcomed complicateil
plots and long monologues if these presented deas of worth. _The theater took the
place of lectures, newspapers, and magazines.  The plays of Ben Jonson and Shake.
apears were first given under such conditions.
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A. The "Hut," with machinery for lowering the "Heavenly Throne" to the stage.
B. The "Heavens"

C. Top stage, sometimes used as music gallery

D. Upper stage

E. Window stages

F. Inner stage, sometimes called the study

G. "Traps" leading down to the "Hell" under the stage
H. "Gentieman’s Rooms" or *Lords' Rooms™

3. Storage lofts, dressing rooms, etc.

K. Dressing rooms

L. Backstage area

M. Main entrancesto auditorium

N. Doorways connecting with gallery staircase.

0. Entrances to galleries and staircases




