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ikely the most influential writer in all of English literature 
and      certainly the most important playwright of the 
English Renaissance, William Shakespeare was born in 
1564 in the town of Stratford-upon-Avon in 

Warwickshire, England. The son of a successful middle-class glove-maker, 
Shakespeare attended grammar school, but his formal education 
proceeded no further. In 1582, he married an older woman, Anne 
Hathaway, and had three children with her. Around 1590, he left his 
family behind and travelled to London to work as an actor and playwright. 
Public and critical acclaim quickly followed, and Shakespeare eventually 
became the most popular playwright in England and part owner of the 
Globe Theatre. His career bridged the reigns of Elizabeth I (ruled 1558–
1603) and James I (ruled 1603–1625); he was a favourite of both 
monarchs. Indeed, King James paid Shakespeare's theatre company the 
greatest possible compliment by endowing them with the status of king's 
players. Wealthy and renowned, Shakespeare retired to Stratford, and 
died in 1616 at the age of fifty-two. At the time of Shakespeare's death, 
such luminaries as Ben Jonson hailed him as the pinnacle of Renaissance 
theatre. 

Breaking the Mould: 

Shakespeare re-defined the classical 
genre of Greek Tragedy but the 
conventions remained: Nobles falling 
from grace and experiencing 
suffering and death. Yet instead of 
kings, powerful nobles, Romeo and 
Juliet are young, innocent and in 
love. They have no power against fate, 
fortune or in Juliet’s case her 
position as a female and this is the 
very nature of their tragedy. Tragedy 
always draws on pity and fear. For an 
Elizabethan audience, they would 
have pitied their innocence but 
feared their recklessness and how 
they broke society’s rules 
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London Authorities imposed strict regulations on the Inn-yards which provided venues for 

theatrical productions in 1574. Moving just outside the city of London boundaries to the 

'Liberties' allowed unregulated activities. The 'Liberties' were areas outside the City of 

London notorious for rogues, vagabonds, thieves, brothels, stews, taverns and bear and 

bull baiting pits. The Liberty of Southwark was extremely popular when the city 

quarantined, but also permitted, these dubious pursuits of pleasure. The Elizabethan 

theatres were therefore viewed as subversive institutions which were linked by a disregard 

for laws and regulations together with their proximity to the forbidden pleasures of the 

Liberties. 

Many of Shakespearean plays rely on the 

contemporary audience’s understanding of the society 

they live in. Noble people spoke in verse within the 

plays whilst common folk spoke in prose to emphasise 

the class difference. Patriarchy also plays a crucial role 

in plays like Romeo & Juliet where young females were 

forced into marriages by their fathers – something 

many would have been able to relate to. 
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Macbeth was most likely written in 1606, early in the reign of James I, who 

had been James VI of Scotland before he succeeded to the English throne in 

1603. James was a patron of Shakespeare’s acting company, and of all the 

plays Shakespeare wrote under James’s reign, Macbeth most clearly reflects 

the playwright’s close relationship with the sovereign. In focusing on 

Macbeth, a figure from Scottish history, Shakespeare paid homage to his 

king’s Scottish lineage. Additionally, the witches’ prophecy that Banquo will 

found a line of kings is a clear nod to James’s family’s claim to have 

descended from the historical Banquo. In a larger sense, the theme of bad 

versus good kingship, embodied by Macbeth and Duncan, respectively, 

would have resonated at the royal court, where James was busy developing 

his English version of the theory of divine right. 

Sometimes, the people would choose to 

visit St. Mary’s of Bethlehem, or ‘Bedlam’ – 

the local lunatic asylum.  They would then 

pay a penny for a sharp stick which could be 

used to poke the ‘lunatics’, provoking these 

people to ‘dance’! 

                 People in London were used to such violent sights.  On a 

Law Day they might watch as many as 30 public executions. Death 

and punishment was a normal part of their lives.  

The Supernatural 

The people not only 
believed in ghosts and 
witches, but in magic of 

every sort. Alchemy was a 
common hobby, and many a 

man of brain wasted his 
time and ruined his fortune 
in the vain search for the 
philosopher's stone long 

after the practice had been 
held up to ridicule upon the 

stage by Ben Jonson. 
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Theatres 

Public alehouses, bawdy houses, and bear-baiting pits also featured here. 

Establishments like these irritated the authorities in                        

Shakespeare's time, and were the focus for many                                            

an unruly crowd. 

Heavens: 
This was the name of the underneath of the stage roof, the most 
beautiful area in the theatre. It was painted with suns, moons and 
the signs of the zodiac. Heavens also reinforces the celestial 
imagery in Romeo and Juliet as Juliet enters on the balcony 
thereby reinforcing her as a “bright angel”. As Romeo enters from 
the ‘earthly’ stage floor, he is unworthy of her.  

Hell: 
The empty space under the stage with trapdoors. This enabled          
ghosts and demons to appear as if by magic. The play Hamlet 
includes the stage direction ‘Ghost cries from under the stage’.  

Playwrights in Shakespeare’s time 

used language to describe ‘special 

effects’ much of the time; but acting 

companies could also produce very 

dramatic special effects. Thunder and 

lightning filled the theatre for storms. 

There were a variety 

of effects to suggest magic was at 

work. Many special effects were 

expensive; to make the noise of 

thunder actors beat drums or rolled a 

cannonball across the floor.  If they 

needed flames they burned strong 

alcohol mixed with a variety of salts, 

depending on the colour they wanted 

the flames to be. 

 

Southwark was just beyond the range of London's local law-makers. It was the haunt of the Elizabethan 

pleasure-seekers. Among their destinations were the Hope, Rose, Swan and Globe theatres.  

   


