Acting in Early
Modern Plays

In Shakespeare’s play Hamlet, the
title character stages a play-withina-play and gives advice to the
actors who will be performing it.

Hamlet’s Advice to the Players
Speak the speech, I pray you, as I pronounced
it to you, trippingly on the tongue. But if you mouth it,
as many of our players do, I had as lief the town-crier
spoke my lines. Nor do not saw the air too much with
your hand, thus, but use all gently; for in the very
torrent, tempest, and, as I may say, whirlwind of your
passion, you must acquire and beget a temperance
that may give it smoothness. O, it offends me to the
soul to hear a robustious periwig-pated fellow tear a
passion to tatters, to very rags, to split the ears of the
groundlings, who for the most part are capable of
nothing but inexplicable dumb shows and noise. I
would have such a fellow whipped for o’erdoing Termagant; it out-Herods Herod: pray you, avoid it.
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3 our players players nowadays I had as lief I would just as soon
9 robustious violent, boisterous. periwig-pated wearing a wig
11 groundlings spectators who paid the least and stood in the yard of the theater
12 dumb shows mimed performances, often used before Shakespeare’s time to precede a play or each act
13-14 Termagant a supposed deity of the Mohammedans, not found in any English medieval play but elsewhere portrayed as
violent and blustering
14 Herod Herod of Jewry. (A character in The Slaughter of the Innocents and other cycle plays. The part was played with great
noise and thunder.)
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Learning the Lines
•Early Modern plays
were produced very
quickly, often in as little as two
weeks (while still maintaining a full
performing schedule).

•Some have theorized
that this was merely
the rehearsal time
between when a play
was approved by the
Master of the Revels
and performance-- that
actors may have started memorizing
lines before the official approval that
allowed for a play to be rehearsed.

cover to the 1615 printing of Thomas
Kyd’s The Spanish Tragedy

Learning the Lines
•This suggests most
rehearsal was private
and that group
rehearsals probably
centered around
unconventional
scenes.
•Actors with
apprentices would
have been particularly
well-disposed to
rehearse at home.

cover to the 1615 printing of Thomas
Kyd’s The Spanish Tragedy

Learning the Lines
•Early Modern
grammar school
stressed rote memory
of long passages from Latin literature

so an actor’s
memory would have
been trained since
youth.
and the Bible,

•We also know that
cover to the 1615 printing of Thomas
Roman plays were
Kyd’s The Spanish Tragedy
recited in grammar
schools and sometimes staged as actual productions.

•Practice in quickly putting together plays would also have
facilitated the development of a better memory.

Learning the Lines
•At the same time,
there’s no possible
way that performance
could have letter
perfect in early
performances.

•Diary of Samuel
Pepys, entry for 01
March 1661: Thence my
wife and I by coach, first to see

cover to the 1615 printing of Thomas
Kyd’s The Spanish Tragedy

and there saw “Romeo
and Juliet,” the first time it was ever acted; but it is a play of
itself the worst that ever I heard in my life, and the worst acted that ever I saw
these people do, and I am resolved to go no more to see the first time of acting, for
they were all of them out [of their lines] more or less.
little picture that is a drawing, and thence to the Opera,

Learning the Lines
•Actors worked from
cue scripts, but plot
books were prepared
by the company’s
book-keeper and hung
on a peg in the tiring
house.

•They were divided
into two columns with
cover to the 1615 printing of Thomas
one side listing the
Kyd’s The Spanish Tragedy
plot and the
importance of the characters to each scene. In the
second column were annotations like the props, sound
effects, and the names of the actors taking on each role.
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Author as Director?
•The sparseness of stage
directions in Early Modern plays
suggests the playwright played an
active role in rehearsing them.

STAGEKEEPER
These Master Poets, they will ha’ their own absurd courses;
they will be informed of nothing! He has (sir-reverence) kicked
me three or four times about the Tiring-house, I thank him, for
but offering to put in, with my experience.
Ben Jonson, Bartholomew Fair, 1614

Author as Director?
•The sparseness of stage
directions in Early Modern plays
suggests the playwright played an
active role in rehearsing them.
SECOND CHILD
I would speak with your author:
where is he?
FIRST CHILD
Not this way, I assure you sir; we are not so officiously
befriended by him, as to have his presence in the tiring-house,
to prompt us aloud, stamp at the book-holder, swear for our
properties, curse the poor tireman, rail the music out of tune,
and sweat for every venial trespass we commit, as some author
would, if he had such fine enghles [dupes or gulls] as we.
Ben Jonson, Cynthia’s Revels, 1600
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Naturalistic vs. Stylized Acting
•We do know that Restoration
Theater acting was more
stylized and heightened than
Early Modern theater. That
does not mean, however, that
Early Modern acting was
realistic.

•All Early Modern playwrights,
for example, have scenes
filled with people speaking
and reacting in a typical,
everyday manner alongside
1596 sketch of the Swan Theatre
passages of more heightened
language filled with poetry and rhetoric. It’s silly to suppose
that both kinds of passages were acted in the same manner.

Naturalistic vs. Stylized Acting
•There would have had to have
been a difference in how “big”
performances were if they
were performed in an open-air
theatre (like the Globe) or in the
indoor theaters that became increasing
popular after 1600 (like Blackfriars), as how
large the room is determines
to what degree gestures and
facial expressions are “read”
by the audience-- to say nothing of how
much one has to project one’s voice. Bigger spaces
require bigger (less naturalistic) performances. That
said, many of Shakespeare’s later plays were
performed at both the Globe and Blackfriars.

1596 sketch of the Swan Theatre

Naturalistic vs. Stylized Acting
John Webster praising the
Queen’s Men for their
performance in his The White
Devil (ca. 1612):
For the action of the
play, 'twas generally
well, and I dare affirm,
with the joint testimony
of some of their own
quality, (for the true
imitation of life, without
striving to make nature
a monster) the best that
ever became them.

1596 sketch of the Swan Theatre

Hamlet’s Advice to the Players
Speak the speech, I pray you, as I pronounced
it to you, trippingly on the tongue. But if you mouth it,
as many of our players do, I had as lief the town-crier
spoke my lines. Nor do not saw the air too much with
your hand, thus, but use all gently; for in the very
torrent, tempest, and, as I may say, whirlwind of your
passion, you must acquire and beget a temperance
that may give it smoothness. [...]
Be not too tame neither, but let your own
discretion be your tutor. Suit the action to the word,
the word to the action; with this special observance,
that you o’erstep not the modesty of nature.

3 our players players nowadays I had as lief I would just as soon
19 modesty restraint, moderation
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Gesture and Physical Acting
•John Bulwer's 1644
Chirologia illustrates the
rhetorical function of hand
gestures, with such readily identifiable nonverbal cues such as a thoughtful man scratching his
head, threats conveyed with shaking fists, and
fingers to lips to indicate silence.

•Though Bulwer was
interested in oratory (not theatre),
many scholars believe Early
Modern actors used this kind
stereotyped non-verbal
language to build
performances. It would have been
especially useful in a theater tradition with little
rehearsal time.

John Bulwer, Chirologia, 1644
“Chirologia: or the natural language
of the hand. Composed of the
speaking motions, and discoursing
gestures thereof”

Gesture and Physical Acting
Thomas Campion, Book of Airs,
1601:
There are some, who to appear the more
deep, and singular in their judgement, will
admit no music but that which is long,
intricate, baited with fugue, chained with
yncopation, and where the nature of every
word is precisely expressed in the note,

like the old exploited
action in Comedies, when
if they did pronounce
memini [memory], they
would point to the hinder
part of their heads, if
video [sight], put their
finger in their eye. But such
childish observing of words is altogether
ridiculous, and we ought to maintain as well
in notes.

John Bulwer, Chirologia, 1644
“Chirologia: or the natural language
of the hand. Composed of the
speaking motions, and discoursing
gestures thereof”

Gesture and Physical Acting

A Lord conversing with an
actor in Taming of the
Shrew (I.i.128-129)

Giocomo Di’Grassi, True Art of
Defense, 1570

I know the boy will well usurp the grace,
Voice, gait, and action of a gentlewoman.

Gesture and Physical Acting
•Actors would also have to
be able to fence, dance, and
tumble as a matter of course.

Giocomo Di’Grassi, True Art of
Defense, 1570

Costuming and Props
•One of theater impresario Philip
Henslowe’s diaries survive, in which
he records payments to writers,
costs of staging plays, box office
takings, and lists of money lent in
context of running the Rose Theatre.

•Costumes were the most expensive
cost of producing a new play. For
example, in the early 1590s, it cost
£5-6 to commission a play from a
playwright. By contrast, it might
cost £20 to purchase a silk or velvet
cloak to portray a nobleman. Often these
sorts of fancy clothes were bought secondhand from actual
aristocrats; sometimes they were commissioned.

Costuming and Props
•Even a less elaborate bit of
costuming was expensive.
Henslowe, for instance, records
spending £3 for “a man’s gown of
Peachcolour in grain” and £12 10s
to get two cloaks out of pawn.
•Henslowe also records more
specialized items like pierrot’s suits,
green coats for Robin Hood and his
Merry Men, coats for shepherds,
gowns and hoods for friar’s, and
even a “fire-drake’s suit.”

Costuming and Props
•These costumes were obviously
kept from performance to
performance. In 1602 the Admiral’s
Men had in inventory 14 cloaks, 17
gowns, 17 antique suits, 17 jerkins
and doublets (kinds of jackets), 11
pairs of French hose, 8 pairs of
Venetian breeches.
•Fake beards and make-up were
also part of the actor’s costume and
helped to create a character,
particularly for minor roles.
•Other costuming short-cuts to
character included things like
dressing villains in black.

Costuming and Props
•Stages were not completely bare. A
mossy bank, for example, could
stand for a wood, as could a prop
tree.
•More commonly, though, setting
was established through props like
a crown and throne that evoked the
status of a king or the carrying of
torches or lanterns to suggest night.

Costuming and Props
•Some of the props and stage
scenery belonging to the Admiral’s
Men: a flight of stairs, two steeples,
a beacon, an assortment of “dead
limbs,” a bay window, two mossy
banks, a snake, a tree of golden
apples, a rainbow, two coffins, a
dragon, a large cauldron, and
assorted skulls and bones.

•When firearms or cannons were
needed, they were often real (filled
with powder, but not the
ammunition). Indeed, the Globe Theatre was burned
to the ground in 1613 by real cannon fire in Shakespeare’s
Henry VIII. It was rebuilt by the following year.

Costuming and Props
•Stage blood was made of wine,
colored vinegar, and even real
animal blood (sometimes using the
organs as well).
•In addition to music and sound
effects, pyrotechnic effects were
also common in Early Modern plays.

Hamlet’s Advice to the Players
Suit the action to the word,
the word to the action; with this special observance,
that you o’erstep not the modesty of nature. For
anything so o’erdone is from the purpose of playing,
whose end, both at the first and now, was and is to
hold, as ‘twere, the mirror up to nature, to show virtue
her own feature, scorn her own image, and the very age
and body of the time his form and pressure. Now this
overdone, or come tardy off, though it make the
unskillful laugh, cannot but make the judicious grieve,
the censure of the which one must in your allowance
o’erweigh a whole theatre of others.

19 modesty restraint, moderation
20 from contrary too
23 scorn i.e., something foolish and deserving of scorn
23-24 the very … time i.e., the present state of affairs
24 his its
25 come tardy off inadequately done
25-26 the unskilled those lacking in judgment
27 the censure … one the judgment of even one of whom. your allowance your scale of values
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The Purpose of Playing
Thomas Heywood, An Apology
for Actors, 1612
Plays are writ with this
aim, and carried with this
method, to teach the
subjects obedience to
their King, to shew the people the
untimely ends of such as have moved tumults,

to
present them with the
flourishing estate of such
as live in obedience,
exhorting them to
allegiance, dehorting them
commotions, and insurrections,

from all traitorous and felonious stratagems.

1662 engraving of
indoor theater

Dramatic Acting
•There is some evidence that actors
within a company tended to specialize in
certain types of roles. This helped with
assuming a character, as one had to do
less preparation.

•Evidence of this includes that actors
who replaced another actor were
expected to take on the roles of the one
he replaced. Presumably, then, the new actor was recruited
for his ability to play those types of roles.

the actor Edward Alleyn (early 17th century)
He was the lead actor of the Admiral’s Men,
famous for his acting in the plays of
Christopher Marlowe.

Dramatic Acting
•On the other hand, lead actors like
Edward Alleyn and Richard Burbage
were often praised by their
contemporaries for their versatility,
though we do know Alleyn was more
stylized in his acting (there are
contemporary references to him
“strutting and bellowing,” for example).

the actor Edward Alleyn (early 17th century)
He was the lead actor of the Admiral’s Men,
famous for his acting in the plays of
Christopher Marlowe.

Dramatic Acting
Tut, I can counterfeit the deep tragedian;
Speak and look back, and pry on every side,
Tremble and start at wagging of a straw,
Intending deep suspicion: ghastly looks
Are at my service, like enforced smiles;
And both are ready in their offices,
At any time, to grace my stratagems.
Richard III, III.v.5-11

the actor Edward Alleyn (early 17th century)
He was the lead actor of the Admiral’s Men,
famous for his acting in the plays of
Christopher Marlowe.

Richard Burbage
•Richard Burbage (1567-1619)
was the lead actor in the Lord
Chamberlain’s and the King’s
Men.
•He was the most famous
dramatic actor of his era, and
he would have played the
lead dramatic roles in most
of Shakespeare’s plays.
•He was Malvolio in Twelfth
Night.

the actor Richard Burbage
(early 17th century)

Richard Burbage
Richard Flecknoe, Discourse
of the English Stage, 1653:
He was a delightful Proteus,
so wholly transforming
himself into his part, and
putting off himself with his
clothes, as he never (not so
much as in the tiring house)
assumed himself again until
the play was done [...] He had
all the parts of an excellent
Orator, (animating his words
the actor Richard Burbage
with speaking, and Speech
(early 17th century)
with Action) his Auditors
being never more delighted then [sic] when he spoke nor
more sorry then [sic] when he held his peace; yet even then,
he was an excellent Actor still, never failing in his Part when
he had done speaking.

Hamlet’s Advice to the Players
And let those that play
your clowns speak no more than is set down for them;
for there be of them that will themselves laugh, to set
on some quantity of barren spectators to laugh too,
though, in the meantime, some necessary question of
the play be then to be considered. That’s villainous,
and shows a most pitiful ambition in the fool that uses
it.

40 of them some among them
41 barren i.e., of wit

40
41

Comic Acting
•These roles were taken by
specialists in the company. These
actors interacted more explicitly
with the audience (breaking the
fourth wall) and improvised comic
bits that are not recorded in the
surviving scripts.
•The actor Richard Tarlton, for
example, was often remembered for
his extemporized wit during
theatrical performances, and his
witty saying and jokes were
collected into a book after his
death.

the actor Richard Tarlton
(d: 1588)
(1792 engraving)
Tarlton was the first
great comic actor of the
English stage.

William Kempe
•William Kempe
(1560-1603) was the
first lead comic actor in
the Lord Chamberlain’s
Men.
•Kempe was famous for
his dances and jigs, and
this skill was almost
the actor William Kempe
certainly incorporated
(1600 woodcut)
into the dancing that
normally followed the conclusion of a play.
•Kempe left the company in 1599 and was replaced by
Robert Armin.

Robert Armin
•Robert Armin (ca. 1568-1615)
was the second lead comic
actor in the Lord Chamberlain’s
Men.
•He was known for his singing
and delivery with complicated
wordplay. As a consequence,
the style of Shakespeare’s
writing for comic characters
changed after Kemp’s departure
from the company.
•He played Feste in the earliest
productions of Twelfth Night.

the actor Robert Armin
(1609 engraving)

Shakespeare as Actor
•Shakespeare took no important
roles, so he either wasn’t much
of an actor, or he was heavily
involved in the production of
the plays.

cast list for Ben Jonson’s
Every Man in His Humour

•Tradition records that he
usually took the role of older
gentlemen.
cast list for Ben Jonson's
Sejanus His Fall

