This early copy of a drawing by Johannes de Witt of the Swan
Thearre in London (c. 1596), made by his friend Arend van
Buchell, is the only surviving contemporary sketch of the interior of
a public theater in the 1590s.

THE PLAYHOUSE
~fo

From other contemporary evidence, including the stage di-
rections and dialogue of Elizabethan plays, we can surmise that
the various public theaters where Shakespeare'’s plays were pro-
duced (the Theatre, the Curtain, the Globe) resembled the
Swan in many important particulars, though there must have
been some variations as well. The public playhouses were essen-
tially round, or polygonal, and open to the sky, forming an acting
arena approximately 70 feet in diameter; they did not have a
large curtain with which to open and close a scene, such as we
see today in opera and some traditional theater. A platform
measuring approximately 43 feet across and 27 feet deep, referred
to in the de Witt drawing as the proscaenium, projected into the
yard, planities sive arena. The roof, tectum, above the stage and
supported by two pillars, could contain machinery for ascents
and descents, as were required in several of Shakespeare’s late
plays. Above this roof was a hut, shown in the drawing with a flag
flying atop it and a trumpeter at its door announcing the per-
formance of a play. The underside of the stage roof, called the
heavens, was usually richly decorated with symbolic figures of the
sun, the moon, and the constellations. The platform stage stood
at a height of 5% feet or so above the yard, providing room under
the stage for underworldly effects. A trapdoor, which is not visi-
ble in this drawing, gave access to the space below.

The structure at the back of the platform (labeled mimorum
aedes), known as the tiring-house because it was the actors’
attiring (dressing) space, featured at least two doors, as shown
here. Some theaters seem to have also had a discovery space, or
curtained recessed alcove, perhaps between the two doors—in
which Falstaff could have hidden from the sheriff (I Henry IV,

2.4) or Polonius could have eavesdropped on Hamlet and his
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mother (Hamlet, 3.4). This discovery space probably gave the
actors a means of access to and from the tiring-house. Curtains
may also have been hung in front of the stage doors on occa-
sion. The de Witt drawing shows a gallery above the doors that
extends across the back and evidently contains spectators. On
occasions when action “above” demanded the use of this space,
as when Juliet appears at her “window” (Romeo and Juliet, 2.2
and 3.5), the gallery seems to have been used by the actors, but
large scenes there were impractical.

The three-tiered auditorium is perhaps best described by
Thomas Platter, a visitor to London in 1599 who saw on that
occasion Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar performed at the Globe:

The playhouses are so constructed that they play on a raised
platform, so that everyone has a good view. There are differ-
ent galleries and places [orchestra, sedilia, porticus], however,
where the seating is better and more comfortable and there-
fore more expensive. For whoever cares to stand below only
pays one English penny, but if he wishes to sit, he enters by
another door [ingressus] and pays another penny, while if he
desires to sit in the most comfortable seats, which are cush-
ioned, where he not only sees everything well but can also
be seen, then he pays yet another English penny at another
door. And during the performance food and drink are carried
round the audience, so that for what one cares to pay one
may also have refreshment.

Scenery was not used, though the theater building itself was
handsome enough to invoke a feeling of order and hierarchy that
lent itself to the splendor and pageantry on stage. Portable prop-
erties, such as thrones, stools, tables, and beds, could be carried
or thrust on as needed. In the scene pictured here by de Witt, a
lady on a bench, attended perhaps by her waiting-gentlewoman,
receives the address of a male figure. If Shakespeare had written
Tawelfth Night by 1596 for performance at the Swan, we could
imagine Malvolio appearing like this as he bows before the
Countess Olivia and her gentlewoman, Maria.

TWELFTH NIGHT

OR
WHAT YOU WILL

e




