
The Elizabethan TheatreThe Elizabethan Theatre



Origin of the English TheatreOrigin of the English TheatreOrigin of the English TheatreOrigin of the English Theatre

The Church The Church –– “the cradle of English drama”“the cradle of English drama”The Church The Church –– “the cradle of English drama”“the cradle of English drama”

 Mystery and Miracle plays Mystery and Miracle plays  Morality plays Morality plays 
strolling players strolling players strolling players strolling players 

Touring dramatic companiesTouring dramatic companies erected structures erected structures 
James Burbage James Burbage ‘The Theatre’ (1576)  and ‘The Theatre’ (1576)  and 

Touring dramatic companiesTouring dramatic companies erected structures erected structures 
 James Burbage James Burbage ‘The Theatre’ (1576)  and ‘The Theatre’ (1576)  and 
other similar theatres.other similar theatres.



Mystery Plays Mystery Plays 

--> religious drama> religious drama-- purely didacticpurely didactic-- under the complete control of under the complete control of 
the churchthe churchthe churchthe church

--> performances inside the church> performances inside the church

--> actors > actors –– priestspriests

--> larger crowds made it impossible to stage plays inside the > larger crowds made it impossible to stage plays inside the 
church  church   the yards the yards  the village greens the village greens  the streetsthe streets



Mystery Plays (Cont.)Mystery Plays (Cont.)

--> Laymen started acting> Laymen started acting

--> language was French, later Latin and > language was French, later Latin and 
then Englishthen Englishthen Englishthen English

--> plays were purely Biblical: scenes from the > plays were purely Biblical: scenes from the 
lives of Abraham, Noah, and Christ.lives of Abraham, Noah, and Christ.
--> plays were purely Biblical: scenes from the > plays were purely Biblical: scenes from the 
lives of Abraham, Noah, and Christ.lives of Abraham, Noah, and Christ.



Miracle PlaysMiracle Plays
--> Lives of Saints> Lives of Saints--> Lives of Saints> Lives of Saints

--> the first play > the first play ----> the first play > the first play --
“St. Catherine” (AD “St. Catherine” (AD 
1110) 1110) 1110) 1110) 



Morality Plays Morality Plays Morality Plays Morality Plays 

--> a later evolution in the > a later evolution in the 
dramadrama
--> a later evolution in the > a later evolution in the 
dramadrama

--> didactic> didactic--> didactic> didactic

--> characters > characters –– personified personified --> characters > characters –– personified personified 
abstractionsabstractions

-- science, science, 
perseverance, free will, perseverance, free will, perseverance, free will, perseverance, free will, 
good and bad angels good and bad angels ––
‘Everyman’‘Everyman’



Strolling Players Strolling Players Touring Dramatic Touring Dramatic 
CompaniesCompanies
Strolling Players Strolling Players Touring Dramatic Touring Dramatic 
CompaniesCompanies

Admiral’s men  Admiral’s men  Both patronised Admiral’s men  Admiral’s men  

Chamberlain’s menChamberlain’s men

Both patronised 
by Queen Liz

Chamberlain’s menChamberlain’s men

patronised by King James I of Great patronised by King James I of Great patronised by King James I of Great patronised by King James I of Great 
Britain Britain  “King’s Men”“King’s Men” ShakespeareShakespeare



William Shakespeare



The Early theatres in EnglandThe Early theatres in England

> > ‘The Theatre’, and ‘The Curtain’ in 1576‘The Theatre’, and ‘The Curtain’ in 1576> > ‘The Theatre’, and ‘The Curtain’ in 1576‘The Theatre’, and ‘The Curtain’ in 1576

> The Rose in 1589> The Rose in 1589

> > The Globe in 1599The Globe in 1599

> The Fortune in 1600> The Fortune in 1600> The Fortune in 1600> The Fortune in 1600

> The Blackfriars in 1608> The Blackfriars in 1608



The Elizabethan theatreThe Elizabethan theatre-- In and OutIn and OutThe Elizabethan theatreThe Elizabethan theatre-- In and OutIn and Out

-->No proper appliances to produce the effect of change in time and >No proper appliances to produce the effect of change in time and 
place (the major drawback)place (the major drawback)
-->No proper appliances to produce the effect of change in time and >No proper appliances to produce the effect of change in time and 
place (the major drawback)place (the major drawback)

--> Placards > Placards –– to show the location to show the location -- an unrealistic view according an unrealistic view according --> Placards > Placards –– to show the location to show the location -- an unrealistic view according an unrealistic view according 
to Shakespeareto Shakespeare

--> No drop curtain > No drop curtain –– a scene or act ended with a rhyming coupleta scene or act ended with a rhyming couplet

--> No female actors > No female actors –– young boys acted out the women characters young boys acted out the women characters 
(therefore, very few female characters in Shakespeare’s plays)(therefore, very few female characters in Shakespeare’s plays)



The Elizabethan The Elizabethan 
Theatre Theatre ––In and Out In and Out 
(Cont.)(Cont.)
Theatre Theatre ––In and Out In and Out 
(Cont.)(Cont.)

--> Due to boys’ inability to act > Due to boys’ inability to act 
womanly, Shakespeare’s womanly, Shakespeare’s 
heroines  were in the disguise of heroines  were in the disguise of 
men:men:
heroines  were in the disguise of heroines  were in the disguise of 
men:men:

Portia in ‘The Merchant of Portia in ‘The Merchant of 
Venice’Venice’Venice’Venice’

Rosalind in ‘As You Like It’ Rosalind in ‘As You Like It’ 

Viola in ‘The Twelfth Night’Viola in ‘The Twelfth Night’Viola in ‘The Twelfth Night’Viola in ‘The Twelfth Night’

A painting of Rosalind in the disguise of a 
shepherd in the forest of Arden



A painting of Portia in the disguise of a man of law 
addressing Shylock the Jew.



Shakespeare’s heroine in disguise



Shakespeare’s AudienceShakespeare’s AudienceShakespeare’s AudienceShakespeare’s Audience



Shakespeare’s AudienceShakespeare’s AudienceShakespeare’s AudienceShakespeare’s Audience

--> from all sections of the society> from all sections of the society--> from all sections of the society> from all sections of the society

--> seats were arranged according to class/ > seats were arranged according to class/ --> seats were arranged according to class/ > seats were arranged according to class/ 
payment payment –– Galleries Galleries –– Boxes Boxes –– Seats onstage Seats onstage 
–– The Pit (the groundlings who paid a penny)The Pit (the groundlings who paid a penny)–– The Pit (the groundlings who paid a penny)The Pit (the groundlings who paid a penny)

--> a challenge for Shakespeare> a challenge for Shakespeare-- to satisfy all to satisfy all 
the members of his audiencethe members of his audiencethe members of his audiencethe members of his audience







The Elizabethan age The Elizabethan age transition from the transition from the The Elizabethan age The Elizabethan age  transition from the transition from the 
Old religious drama to modern nonOld religious drama to modern non--religious religious 
dramadrama
Old religious drama to modern nonOld religious drama to modern non--religious religious 
dramadrama

Shakespeare’s predecessors abided by the Shakespeare’s predecessors abided by the Shakespeare’s predecessors abided by the Shakespeare’s predecessors abided by the 
three Unities three Unities –– Time, Place and ActionTime, Place and Action

Rules were put off by ShakespeareRules were put off by ShakespeareRules were put off by ShakespeareRules were put off by Shakespeare



Shakespeare’s PlaysShakespeare’s Plays
King Lear

Macbeth

Pericles  

Macbeth
Othello

Hamlet

Tragedies As You Like It

Pericles  
Cymbeline

The Winter’s Tale
The Tempest

Hamlet

Tragedies

ComediesRomances
As You Like It

The Comedy 
of Errors

The Tempest

Histories
of Errors

The Taming of 
the Shrew

RICHARD II

HENRY I, II, 
III AND IVIII AND IV



Differences in Differences in 
Shakespeare’s Shakespeare’s Shakespeare’s Shakespeare’s 
PlaysPlays

I) Tragedies I) Tragedies I) Tragedies I) Tragedies 
-->> Unworthy heroinesUnworthy heroines

--> ‘the tragic flaw’ in > ‘the tragic flaw’ in 
the herothe hero

--> ended with the death > ended with the death 
of the heroof the hero

--> death bells> death bells

THE DEATH OF OTHELLOTHE DEATH OF OTHELLO



Differences in Differences in Differences in Differences in 
Shakespeare’s Shakespeare’s 
Plays (Cont.)Plays (Cont.)Plays (Cont.)Plays (Cont.)

II) Comedies II) Comedies II) Comedies II) Comedies 

--> Unworthy heroes> Unworthy heroes

--> normal lives > normal lives 
portrayedportrayed-- difficultiesdifficulties

--> ended with the > ended with the 
sound of wedding bellssound of wedding bells









Thank youThank you


