- The Shakespearean Theater

Romeo and Juliet

Of all the love stories ever written, that of Romeo and Juliet is the
most famous. To many people, Shakespeare’s tragic lovers represent
the essence of romantic love. When Shakespeare wrote The Tragedy of
Romeo and Juliet, he was a young man, and the play is a young man’s
play about young love.

The Theater in Shakespeare’s Day
Romeo and Juliet, like most of Shakespeare’s plays, was produced in a
public theater. Public theaters were built around roofless courtyards
without artificial light. Performances, therefore, were given only during
daylight hours. Surrounding the courtyard were three levels of galleries
with benches on which wealthier playgoers sat. Less wealthy spectators,
called groundlings, stood and watched
a play from the courtyard, which was
called the pit.
Most of Shakespeare’s plays were
performed in the Globe theater. No one
1 is certain exactly what the Globe
| looked like, though Shakespeare tells
| us it was round or octagonal. We know
that it was open to the sky and held
between 2,500 and 3,000 people.
Scholars disagree about its actual
dimensions and size. The discovery of
its foundation in 1989 was exciting .
because the excavation has revealed

- clues about the plays, the actors, and
the audience. The tiny part of the
foundation initially uncovered yielded
a great number of hazelnut shells.
Hazelnuts were Elizabethan popcorn;
people munched on them all during

; the performance.

| The stage was a platform that

extended into the pit. Actors entered

and left the stage from doors located

behind the platform. The portion of the

galleries behind and above the stage

was used primarily as dressing and

y
¥ Critical Viewing
Which attribute of the
Globe is emphasized
in this painting?
[Analyze]
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storage rooms. The
second-level gallery right
above the stage, however,
was used as.an upper
stage. It would have been
here that the famous
balcony scene in Romeo and
Juliet was enacted.
There was no scenery in
the theaters of
_ Shakespeare’s day.
Settings were indicated by
references in the dialogue.
As a result, one scene
could follow another in
rapid succession. The
actors wore elaborate
clothing. It was, in fact,
typical Elizabethan
clothing, not costuming.
- Thus, the plays produced
o in Shakespeare’s day were fast-paced, colorful productions. Usually, a
.+ play lasted two hours.
% One other difference between Shakespeare’s theater and today’s is
that acting companies in the sixteenth century were made up only of
men and boys. Women did not perform on the stage. This was not
considered proper for a woman. As a general rule, boys of eleven,
k. twelve, or thirteen—before their voices changed—performed the female
L. roles. ’
[ The Globe Today .
- Building a replica of Shakespeare’s Globe was the dream of American
| actor Sam Wanamaker. After long years of fund-raising and ‘
;; construction, the theater opened in London to its first full season on .
¢ June 8, 1997, with a production of Henry V. Like the earlier Globe, this :
E one is made of wood, witha thatched roof and lime plaster covering the
. walls. The stage and the galleries are covered, but the “bear pit,” where .
E the modern-day groundlings stand, is open to the skies, exposing the
j% spectators to the weather.
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A Critical Viewing
Which part of the
replica of the Globe
theater do you think is
being built in this
picture? [Analyze]
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Build Understanding e The Tragedy of Romeo andjuliet‘

- William Shakespeare s

|
|
|
; Almost 400 years after William Shakespeare’s death, his thirty-
seven plays continue to be read widely and produced frequently
: throughout the world. They have as powerful an impact on
' audiences today as when they were first staged.
Starting in Stratford Not much is knowm about Shakespeare’s
early life. One reason for this lack of information is that playwrights
during Shakespeare’s time were not considered very important
people socially. Therefore, no biographies were written about him
until many years after his death. Church and town records in his |
hometown of Stratford-on-Avon—a busy market town about
seventy-five miles northwest of London—provide some clues about
Shakespeare’s beginnings, however. His mother, whose maiden
. . name was Mary Arden, was the daughter of his father’s landlord.
Go }‘ nlu}e His father, John, was a prosperous merchant in Stratford and even
uthor Link ‘ ’s soci
For: More information about servet.:l a term as the tgwn s mayor. John Shakespeare’s social
the author standing made it possible for William to attend Stratford Grammar
Visit: www.PHSchool.com School free of charge until the age of fourteen. There, he studied
Weh Code; epe-9502 Latin and Greek, as well as British and world history. Shakespeare
would later put all of these lessons to use in his plays about historical
figures such as Julius Caesar, Pericles, Macbeth, Richard III, and

Henry IV.

Building a Love of Theater Because Stratford wasa commercial
center, fraveling companies of professional actors visited several
times a year. Young William probably attended many of these
performances, inspiring his interest in the stage. In 1582, at the age
of eighteen, Shakespeare married and was soon the father of three
children. It is uncertain how Shakespeare spent the next few years,
but he did not settle down in Stratford. His heart was set on London
and the theater, so he followed his heart there sometime before 1592, .
leaving his patient family behind. Stratford nevertheless remained
an important part of Shakespeare’s life, and he visited often. Once he
had achieved success in London, Shakespeare purchased one of
Stratford’s nicest homes for his family, and he retired there after his
playwriting career ended.

Stage Celebrity By 1594, William Shakespeare, now a Londoner,
had developed a reputation as an actor, had written several plays,
and had become the principal playwright of the Lord Chamberlain’s
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. Men, a successful London theater company. He was also a part owner of the
company, which meant that he earned money in three ways—from fees for
his plays, from his acting salaty, and from his share of the profits of the
company. In 1599, the company built the famous Globe theater, where most
of Shakespeare’s plays were performed. When James I became king in 1603,
Shakespeare and his partners renamed the company The King’s Men.
Shakespeare stayed with the company until 1610, when he retired to
Stratford-on-Avon.

When Were They Written? Because Shakespeare wrote his plays to be
performed, not published, no one knows exactly when each play was
written. However, scholars have charted several distinct periods in
Shakespeare’s development as a playwright. During his early years, he
wrote a number of comedies, several histories, and two tragedies. Romeo and
Juliet—inspiration for the musical West Side Story as well as ballets, songs,
stories, and movies—was written around 1595. Between that date and the
turn of the seventeenth century, Shakespeare wrote several of his finest
romantic comedies (As You Like It, Twelfth Night, and Much Ado About
Nothing). During the first decade of the seventeenth century, Shakespeare
created his greatest tragedies (Hamlet, Othello, King Lear, Macbeth, Antony and
Cleopatra, and Coriolanus). Finally, toward the end of his career, Shakespeare
wrote several plays referred to as romances or tragicomedies. Shakespeare’s
plays were finally published ina one-volume edition in 1623, seven years
after his death. More thart 1,000 copies of the first printing were sold for the
considerable sum of one pound each—more than $50 per copy in today’s
currency.

Shakespeare’s Impact on English

in addition to introq,ucing many new words into the language, Shakespeare
penned hundreds of memorable lines that are familiar to millions of people
throughout the world—even to those who have never read one of his plays.
The following are just a few of his most famous lines.

From Hamlet:

To be, or not to be: that is the question: / Whether 'tis nobler in the mind
to suffer / The slings and arrows of outrageous fortune, / Or take arms
against a sea of troubles. . ..

From Romeo and Juliet:

Parting is such sweet sorrow. . . .
From julius Caesar:

Friends, Romans, countrymen, lend me your ears; / 1 come to bury
Caesar, not to praise him.

—
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