Elizabethan background notes

In his influential book, The Elizabethan World Picture (first published in 1943), E.M.W. Tillyard details the way in which Elizabethans viewed their world order. One of the key beliefs in this world picture is what Tillyard calls The Chain of Being, much of which worked its way into the literature of the time, including Shakespeare's plays. Familiarity with the chain of being can do much to enhance our reading of Shakespeare's plays.

The order of things

The chain of being is a complicated and somewhat fluid concept. Put simply, Tillyard's explanation is that everything on earth and in the universe is linked in a particular order - everything has its place. The most heavenly beings are placed at the top of the chain, seated at the foot of God. The basest creatures are at the bottom, furthest away from God. The best way of envisioning this is probably to think of a ladder. At the bottom of the ladder are one-celled micro-organisms. Above them are plants, then, in ascending order:

Animals/plants/metals/liquids

man

the elements

stars and fortune

angels and ether

However, just as there was a class system within Elizabethan England with Queen Elizabeth at the top of the chain and the poorest working person at the bottom, within each sub-class in the chain of being there is an hierarchy as well. For instance:

gold, silver, and diamonds are the highest-rated metals and jewels

a rose is the most precious flower

the eagle is the noblest of birds

the lion is the king of beasts.

This ranking of objects and animals is something society continues to this day:

the precious metals are used in jewelry and traded on commodities markets and diamond rings are given as tokens of love

long-stemmed red roses are signs of undying affection

the eagle and the lion are still considered kings in their class.

The Life of a Globe Theatre Actors

The reputation of the early Elizabethan Actors was not good and any were viewed as no better than rogues and vagabonds - actors were not trusted. The standing of Elizabethan Actors improved when the purpose-built theatres were introduced and some of the Globe Thatre actors became the equivalent of today's superstars.

The Skills of Globe Theatre Actors

William Shakespearean and the other Globe Theatre actors were expected to perform their own stunts. Their skills would include sword fighting skills and they had to be able to fall convincingly. The voices of the actors had to carry well. To ensure that the plot was being communicated to the audience the actors had to 'over-act', making exaggerated gestures with their arms and hands. Their skills also had to include a good memory - there was a fast turnover of plays and this skill was a great asset for an actor although not an essential one...

Rehearsals at the Globe Theatre Actors - 'cue acting' and 'cue scripting'

The Globe Theatre was known to produce “eleven performances of ten different plays” in just two weeks. It was essential to beat the competition for attracting vast audiences and this was achieved by an extremely rapid turnover of plays. Rehearsal time was therefore limited. On many occasions the Globe Theatre Actors only got their lines as the play was actually in progress. Parts were often only allocated on the day of the performance. Sometimes the actors didn't even get any lines. Working with a method called "cue acting " which meant that there was a person backstage who whispered the lines to the actor just before he was going to say them. This rapid turnover led to another technique called “ cue scripting ”, where where each actor was given only his own lines. The complete scene and content of the play was not explained to the actors until it was actually being performed. These techniques allowed for zero rehearsal time, thus enabling a fast turnover in terms of new productions at the Globe Theatre and a huge portfolio of different roles.

The Income of a Globe Theatre Actors

The salaries of actors varied according to their position in the theatre. The boy actors who took the female roles were paid the least of all actors. The Admiral’s Men paid boy players three shillings a week. The boys were apprenticed to adult actors and their wages were paid to their masters who gave them board and lodging and a small allowance in return. Part players were paid a daily wage of approximately one shilling per day. The main players were paid at least two shillings per day. However, many of the major Elizabethan Actors such as William Shakespeare became stake holders in the theatres, such as the Globe Theatre, and the profits made them very wealthy men.

