
























The Elizabethan Stage and Spectacle  
 
By Maryanne Olson, A Production Dramaturg 
 
We all know that the Elizabethan citizen didn’t have television, movies, or radios to entertain them, but despite what 
17th century Puritans would have wished, Elizabethan audiences certainly didn’t want to stay at home and pray. On 
the contrary, Renaissance audiences enjoyed roving the city from one entertainment spectacle to another. 
 
Here are some typical entertainment options for Renaissance audiences: 
 

—Lazar-houses – homes where lepers were kept 
virtually on display for commoners to view 
 

—Public executions – it may seem gross to us 
today, but during the Renaissance, people 
loved going to see hangings and beheadings 
 

—Bear-baiting contests - exactly what it sounds like: 
bears were tied to a stake and teased by dogs. 
Audiences would cheer this on until either the bear or 
dog was killed. 

—Exhibitions of the “exotic” including “Wunderkammer 
or Curiosity Cabinets” (rooms owned by wealthy 
Londoners which contained curiosities from around the 
world).  
—Bringing “exotic people” from far-away lands, and 
placing them on display (for example, two Eskimos who 
were brought to London from Nova Scotia and could be 
seen ice-fishing on the Thames). 

—Playhouses (Theaters) 
Theaters, or “Playhouses” as they were commonly referred to in Elizabethan England, were far from the lofty 
places of academic esteem that they’re often considered today. They were the chief form of entertainment and 
spectacle for Elizabethan audiences. They incorporated many forms of entertainment existing in the city, and most 
notably drew on the violence that fascinated audiences of the period. Theaters also examined the unknown, using 
foreign locales as settings or introducing foreign characters, which appealed to both the growing cosmopolitanism 
of Londoners, as well as their fear and fascination with the unknown. 

 
The following quote by a contemporary Renaissance scholar gives us some sense of how theater was viewed in 
Shakespeare’s time: 
 

We need to recognize that the drama we regard as one of the supreme literary achievements of the English 
language was viewed quite differently by the period in question – as a troublesome and potentially 
subversive social phenomenon that threatened religious and civic hierarchies and yet, despite considerable 
antagonism, could neither be outlawed nor put down.” 

Steven Mullaney, The Place of the Stage, vii. 
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Playhouses were not generally accepted by the city authorities, or by Puritans who were gaining power in London, so 
playhouses were (particularly during Shakespeare’s time) moved to the city “liberties.” The “liberties” were the more 
“suburban” areas of London, that lay outside of the city walls. These were tough places (not the suburbs we think of 
today) populated by cutthroats, pickpockets and prostitutes. Despite the danger of going outside city walls, not to 
mention the smell of the marshes rotting, people of all classes flocked to the playhouses. It is believed that one third 
of all Londoners saw at lease one play a month.  
 
Playhouses became a place where people could mingle across social class and take in a day of entertainment. 
Audiences were often rowdy and were well-aware of the control they had over theater companies. Playhouses tried 
to provide their audiences with a new play every day, which meant there were a lot of plays written at this time. If a 
play didn’t appeal to audiences, it was forgotten. Shakespeare designed Arden as a place for classes to intermingle.  
 
Playwrights often disliked the power audiences had and would write lengthy speeches insulting the uncouth behavior 
of their audiences. Shakespeare was one of the few playwrights who did not berate audiences. He was also one of 
the only playwrights who managed to avoid confrontations with those in power by cleverly disguising criticisms of the 
social and political order.  
 
 The following quote from a civic decree of the time reflects the behavior that was common in an Elizabethan theater. 
 

Item: That no tobacco be taken in the Hall nor anywhere else publicly, and that neither at their standing in 
the streets, nor before the comedy begin, not all the time there, any rude or immodest exclamations be 
made, nor any humming, hawking, whistling, hissing or laughing be used, or any stamping or knocking, nor 
any such other uncivil or unscholar like or boyish demeanour, upon any occasion; nor that any clapping of 
hands be had until the Plaudite at the end of the Comedy, except his Majesty, the Queen, or others of the 
best quality here, do apparently begin the same. 

 
At any given performance, audience behavior was unpredictable. For example, there are accounts of cutpurses being 
apprehended and tied to the stage so that audience members could look at them and wonder at their crimes. 
"Working women" used the playhouses as a chief source of income, soliciting new clients. Young noblemen (often 
referred to as "gallants" but also insultingly referred to as "gulls") attended plays outrageously dressed for attention.   
 
Theater audiences today are very different from 1599, the time "As You Like It" was written. Today, audiences sit 
quietly in their seats, and hopefully enjoy the show. There is less direct interaction between the audience and the 
performers in our culture. With this production, we decided to try and erase some of our contemporary boundaries 
particular to audience engagement. With the Keene State College production  of “As You Like It” we invite you to 
embrace the modern equivalence of an Elizabethan theater-going experience.  
 
This suggestion raises questions about the role of the audience in a production. In thinking about the rowdy behavior 
of Shakespeare's audience, you might consider how you should behave. We invite you to experience the play in 
whatever way you feel you need to experience the play. You can come as a gallant in an outrageous costume, shout 
out if you don't like something, or perhaps engage with the actors sitting right next to you! For this production of "As 
You Like It," we are exploring the idea of spectacle, theatricality, and what it really means if "All the World's a Stage." 
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