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 Hello.  I’m Bob Bradley.  This is THE 101, Introduction to Theater and Drama Arts.  

I am most happy today to have as my guest Dr. Tita Baumlin of the English Department at 

SMS.  She holds a Ph.D. from Texas Christian University and her specialty is 

Shakespeare.  We’re going to spend this hour talking and discussing about this 

magnificent writer for the theater.  In fact, in the summer, in the United States, 

Shakespeare is almost a virtual theatrical industry.  Immediately I can begin to think of — 

there’s the Ohio Shakespeare Festival, Illinois Shakespeare Festival, Colorado 

Shakespeare Festival, Utah Shakespeare Festival, Texas Shakespeare Festival, and we 

even have one in Missouri, Heart of America Shakespeare Festival. 

B: So why?  Why all of this?  Why still now does Shakespeare generate this 

kind of excitement and these many productions? 

TB: I always tell me students that a real study of Shakespeare has to have a sort of 

schizoid approach.  We have to have one foot in the past and one in the present.  

Maybe we have to add one foot in the future, even.  But I think we have to know 

something about Shakespeare’s own day in order to understand the many layers 

of the play. 

But that doesn’t help us explain why an audience responds to a particular 

production in that moment.  So then the question becomes how does Shakespeare 

speak to you personally, to me personally, to an actor, to a director. 

B: And to the audience watching today in the 21st century. 

TB: Absolutely.  There’s a lot of talk about universal themes.  Kind of controversial 

nowadays.  The question is to whether there are things that are universal to 
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everyone on the globe.  But personally, I tend to think of Shakespeare as our first 

psychologist.  Harold Bloom said that if there had been no Shakespeare, there 

would’ve been no Freud and I tend to agree with that.  I believe his plays ask the 

basic question, what does it mean to be a human being, and secondly, the 

question that comes from that, what does it mean to be a human attempting to 

function in this particular situation, whatever that situation may be.  And there are 

endless, seemingly endless, variations on that situation that he presents us with 

that seem to speak to all of us. Love.  Sex.  Human spirit.  Power.  Corruption.  I 

think it may be we keep returning to Shakespeare simply because he answered 

those questions better than anyone has since they’ve been asked. 

B: And he answered them in theatrical terms. 

TB: Absolutely. 

B: So that consequently his plays are still marvelously stageable and endlessly 

exciting and endlessly challenging to the directors and actors and everyone 

who works on a production.  And so there is — there’s a special kind of 

excitement that one has about doing a Shakespearian production. 

TB: Well, it may be that — you know, painters always say the painting is about paint 

and so maybe directors and acto rs feel that Shakespeare is about acting and 

directing.  Maybe audience members feel that Shakespeare is about watching.  

Each of us brings our own context to that experience which I think allows for an 

endless array of experiences and understandings and variations on a theme. 

B: Well, let’s — just to be sure that everybody knows about whom we are 
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talking, let’s at this point back up and at least get a little bit of biography set 

up.  We know that he was born in 1564 in Stratford-on-Avon, England.  And 

where do we go from there?  We have him born. 

TB: Actually, what we know about Shakespeare covers just a handful of facts.  This 

page right here are the — that’s the facts.  I won’t read them all.  But that’s all we 

know for certain about him.  The legends, on the other hand, are much more 

interesting and take up about 600 pages in a recent biography on Shakespeare.  It 

may be that it’s our lack of facts about him that fascinates us. 

He was born on Henley Street in Stratford-on-Avon and, in fact, you can go to his 

birthplace, house, there in Stratford, a wonderful little tour of the house.  We have a 

few facts, a few senses of what he was like growing up, but nothing conclusive.  I 

think that the idea that he was Joseph Fines in “Shakespeare in Love,” you know, 

may be a little bit of a representation.  The writers of that movie were very clever in 

taking many of the legends about Shakespeare and incorporating them into the 

movie.  But I think they were counting on us knowing that those were legends 

rather than taking them as facts.  And so -- 

B: Oh, I think maybe they were assuming a little bit too much. 

TB: They were assuming far too much of the audience’s — yeah. 

B: I think in that particular movie — which is a wonderful movie — but one has 

to start with it’s 98% fiction and there’s about 2% fact in that whole movie.  

Okay.  We have him born in Stratford, we know — let’s see.   Ben Johnson 

said what: small Latin and less Greek, is that right, about his education. 
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TB: He was educated presumably at the local grammar school.  We don’t even know 

that for a fact because the registers don’t go back that far.  Nevertheless, you can 

go to the King Edward school and they’ll show you the desk that he sat in.  I have 

been shown the actual desk.  You can put your hands up.  That’s where he sat. 

He was born into a lower middle-class family.  His father was a glover or a leather 

worker by trade.  He was married we know, had three children, two girls and a boy.  

The boy died around age 11.  One would assume that was a traumatic passage in 

Shakespeare’s life, but we don’t know for certain.  We know -- 

B: Is it legend or fact that maybe the marriage to Anne Hathaway was of 

necessity? 

TB: It depends on how you look at it.  It is a fact that their first daughter, Susannah, was 

born six months after their marriage.  How you interpret that, that’s up to you.  

There was a practice among lower-class citizens at this time period to obtain what 

we would call an engagement — a formal engagement in the church — and then to 

cohabit until a conception and then to get married.  That was acceptable in the 

lower classes at the time.  It’s only the nobilities that worry about blood lines and so 

forth. 

But, on the other hand, we do know from the tombstone inscriptions and so forth 

that Anna Hathaway was 7 or 8 years old than William. 

B: How old was he, approximately? 

TB: He was twenty-three when he married.  So whether this means that he was 

nabbed by an older woman, we don’t know.  It’s certainly possible.  Also, if you 
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keep buying into that, the fact that he went to London after the birth of their twins 

and presumably did not come back to Stratford to life until he retired from the stage.  

Some biographers have combined those facts and have come up with the 

conjecture that his marriage was an unhappy one.  But the fact is, we simply don’t 

know.  Many actors did live away from their families in order to make their money in 

London. 

B: It was a necessity. 

TB: Absolutely. 

B: Stratford-on-Avon was not a bustling, commercial town. 

TB: Not a hotbed of theatrical activity.  Absolutely not.  But what we do have from other 

actors is a compilation of letters written between husband and wife.  We have no 

such letters in the case of Shakespeare.  Does that mean that they don’t exist?  

Does it mean that they didn’t survive?  We don’t know. 

He made his money — he died a very wealthy man.  I do want to add that.  And 

made his money -- 

B: He died in 1616? 

TB: Died in 1616, possibly on his own birthday.  We know he died on April 23rd.  We 

don’t know exactly what day he was born on.   The chances of his being born on 

April 23rd are slim.  Nevertheless, that’s the date that is celebrated.  That’s the 

traditional birth date. 

He made his money not from writing plays.  This is an important thing for us to 

remember.  Writing a play at the time usually earned the playwright somewhere 
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around a pound, which would be about 40 dollars by modern standards.  So how 

did he make his money?  He was a shareholder in an acting company at the time 

and hence our modern use of the term “company.”  People at this time would pool 

their money together and invest in theatrical productions, and then split the profits 

from those productions.  He acted in his own company.  He wrote plays for his 

company but he also produced many other plays written by other playwrights as 

well.  Whether we can therefore say that because his plays were very popular — 

and they were.  They brought in enormous crowds.  Because they were popular, 

then he made his money, in a sense, from writing these popular plays, but really it 

came from his acting. 

B: Wasn’t he also a part owner of the Globe Theater?  So actually what we have 

here — let’s see.   We have Shakespeare, playwright.  We have Shakespeare, 

actor.  We have Shakespeare, a shareholder in the company and 

Shakespeare, landlord. 

TB: In fact, as he gained his wealth he bought some land — some houses in London 

and bought land in Stratford.  He had a pretty large estate by the time he died. 

B: But within the circumstances in which he existed, actually he got four 

parts — every time one his plays was performed, if he was in it — let’s see.  

He got his money as the playwright, his money as the actor, his money as 

the shareholder in the company, and his money as the landlord.  He was 

pretty smart.  Pretty good businessman. 

TB: A very good businessman, one would think.  Playwrights usually didn’t make what 
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we would call royalties nowadays.  They just made a one-shot payment.  So it’s the 

popularity of his plays that kept audiences coming back to the theater and his 

acting in them — his remaining active in that company that would’ve brought in the 

profits. 

B: When did he approximately come to London? 

TB: We’re not absolutely certain.  Sometime in the early 1590s.  We see his name turn 

up on some acting roles around 1592, 1591, something like that.  It’s conjectured 

he may have been in London or may have been writing as early as 1589. 

B: And when do we see his first play? 

TB: Around the same time period of 1592.  Through the early 1590s, his plays become 

more rapidly produced in his company.  By the end of the 1590s, at the turn of the 

century, he is the primary playwright in London. 

B: Well, by this time — let’s see.  Marlow has been killed, which is one of the 

real facts in “Shakespeare in Love.”  Marlow was killed.  That’s right. 

TB: He was killed.  The circumstances under which he was killed were stretched a bit, 

one might think. 

B: But that’s one fact you can hold onto in “Shakespeare in Love.”  But many 

of those others, no.  And how long did he continue writing?  You mentioned 

he retired.  When did he retire from the theater? 

TB: He retired from the theater a couple of years before his death.  We’re not certain 

whether he knew he was ill and therefore wanted to go home to rest, spend his last 

few days at home, or whether he was just — had done what he’d wanted to do and 
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went home from there.  But it seems that “The Tempest,” being his last play 

formally written for the stage, for his company — although he did write some things, 

a couple of things after that, but were not expressly intended for his company — 

“The Tempest” seems to bear some marks of a playwright saying goodbye.  And 

so we think — it’s all peer conjecture — that he was retiring from the stage, 

knowing that he didn’t intend to come back to the active theater itself in London.  

Around 1614 or so, 1613. 

B: And retired to Stratford-on-Avon.  And were both Anne and his children — 

let’s see.  Two children were still -- 

TB: Two daughters were still alive who had married, one of whom had married a 

prominent doctor in Stratford.  The other was being courted by a man that we think 

Shakespeare didn’t like very much.  Because when she married him, he altered his 

will. 

B: That’s a sign of something. 

TB: Well, we would think.  But, you see, this is the nature of the study of biography.  We 

just don’t know.  We have to take these few facts and pull conjectures out of them. 

B: How many plays did he write, approximately?  There’s some question about 

what, two or three, but -- 

TB: There are 37 that we know of.  A couple of those were collaborative ventures but 

they are included in the collected version, the whole book of plays that at one time 

or another have been attributed to Shakespeare, The Apocryphal Shakespeare.  

It’s fun to look through those plays.  But there are 37 that we know of. 
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B: Some of those you hope he didn’t do. 

TB: Absolutely.  Absolutely.  There are mentions of a couple of plays written by him that 

we do not have in hand, that are lost plays, which is tantalizing to think about.  

Thirty-seven seems like a lot written within a span of about 15 years.  But consider 

that one of his contemporaries, Thomas Hayward, claimed to have written about 

200 in the same period.  So 37 seems very modest. 

B: Okay.  The earliest play is “Titus and Granicus”?  Okay.  And the last one, at 

least written for the company, is “The Tempest.”  And, of course, in-between 

come — well, those titles that at least most people we hope are familiar with, 

but we can certainly start with “Hamlet” and “Macbeth” and “Othello” and 

“Midsummer Nights Dream” and “Romeo and Juliet.”  Certainly most of 

those have, in one way or the other, entered somehow or the other 

consciousness, I think, of most people in some way or the other. 

Where — what are the sources of these plays?  How does it — where does it 

come from?  What did he do?  If he wrote 37 plays in — well, yeah, what, 20 

years or so, between 1591 or ‘92 and 1613.  So where did these come from? 

TB: Where did they come from.  I think this is the area in which the most egregious 

errors were made in the movie “Shakespeare in Love,” a misrepresentation to 

modern audiences of how that process of play writing took place.  In 

Shakespeare’s day, the primary emphasis was on the ability of a writer -- whether 

it be playwright, poet, or what have you -- to be able to take a preexistent source, a 

preexistent story of some story — whether it is in his own genre or not — and to be 
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able to do something slightly different with it.  This was the most highly prized 

activity in literary terms in the day so that audiences and readers looked for 

previously written works embedded within the works that they were watching on 

the stage. 

There were no laws against plagiarism at the time and it seemed to be something 

of a tribute to one’s work to have it written up by somebody else.  For example, the 

word “counterfeit,” which we now think of as a very negative thing, was a good term 

in that time period.  A copy that was so well done that you couldn’t tell the 

difference between it and the original was a highly prized notion in Shakespeare’s 

day. 

So that when he seemed to be writing “Romeo and Juliet” in the film, “Shakespeare 

in Love,” all of his fellow actors as well as the audience knew perfectly well how it 

was going to end.  They’d all read the poem.  They’d all read many of the other 

aside sources that he used.  So that the way the film represents everyone hanging 

on every word or waiting for the next act to be written to find out what’s going to 

happen, that was not at all the way it happened in the time. 

Nevertheless, you could say that Shakespeare showed some peculiar talents even 

for his own day.  First of all, he had for one in his time period a very broad 

knowledge of literature.  That would be both the classical texts, the texts from 

Rome and Ancient Greece, but also popular stories from his own day, works from 

across Europe in many different languages.  He apparently read Italian and French 

with relative ease. 
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B: Besides the small Latin in -- 

TB: Yes, small Latin.  Actually, we think Johnson was probably a little bit jealous.  His 

Latin was better than that though his Greek was probably represented well in that 

segment.  So there are a number of works — from antiquity, from the Bible, from 

history, from popular travelogues, from popular ballads, from what we would now 

call novels or novelettes, some poems of the day — all of these things brought 

together in Shakespeare’s work. 

Which leads me to another note about his peculiar genius, even for his own day, 

was for synthesizing — bringing together things that people wouldn’t have thought 

of putting together into one work, and that was the originality — if we can use that 

term at all since we moderns don’t really understand what the Renaissance 

thought originality was.  But clearly that was something Shakespeare had that 

others did not. 

He also had a peculiar knack for finding within a source work the dramatic heart of 

a story and being able to render that on stage.  Turning a piece of prose or a poem 

into a drama is not an easy task at all and he seemed to have that knack for finding 

what works on the stage out of anything he put his hands on. 

B: That ability — in fact, at some point when I’ve been working on some of the 

Shakespeare plays, I’ve gone back and read the sources that have been 

attributed, from which they have been drawn, and you read those and then 

you read the play and you go, “Well, yeah.  Okay.”  This is -- the essence of 

that story is perhaps there, but then what Shakespeare did to it to take it 
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beyond that and to turn it into a drama was something that is certainly 

almost unprecedented, so very, very special here. 

And one point I do want to make — well, reiterate that you’ve already 

made — and that is that while we today think in terms that — when we speak 

of creativity, we also sort of immediately — at least one of the first 

characteristics we think of is how is it original or how is it brand new or how 

is it somehow or the other so different from everything else.  And yet this is 

not what Shakespeare’s — wherever Shakespeare’s creativity is, it doesn’t 

lie that way. 

TB: It does not.  But then that was not prized in his day.  Had he been living today, 

perhaps he would’ve been more original than any of us could imagine.  “The 

Tempest,” his last play, so far as we know, does not have a source.  As far as we 

can tell, everything in “The Tempest” sprang from his own mind.  Except there are 

some references to new world travelogues that apparently he read in some 

descriptions of the islands.  But as far as the characters and the plot, the themes, 

that may very well represent his parting shot to the theater.  It just sort of showed 

him what he could do on his own.  Probably only a modern would want to think that 

way.  But nevertheless, it’s fun to speculate. 

B: I think it’s “The Merry Wives of Windsor” seemingly has no immediate 

sources that we can trace it to, other than again maybe the Apocryphal 

Story that Queen Elizabeth I was so, what, entranced by the character 

Falstaff in Henry IV that — at least there was somehow or the other rumors 
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sent around that maybe she would enjoy seeing another one? 

TB: Yes.  Well, the legend goes that she asked for a play about Falstaff in love.  And 

hence the cleverness of “Shakespeare in Love,” you see.  But if that’s true, then 

what Shakespeare gave her, of course, was not Falstaff in love but Falstaff in lust 

which was a clever twist, then, from that. 

There are some echoes of Barnaby Rich and some other prose works of the time 

period in that play, but the plot itself is absolutely true as well as the character of 

Falstaff seems to be Shakespeare’s own invention. 

B: Okay.  How do these plays work in the theater?  These magnificent works 

which were so absolutely popular during his day and still down to the 

present day, why do they work in the theater?  How do they work? 

TB: How do they work.  You can approach this, of course, in a couple of different ways.  

We could talk about how the plays worked for his company, so far as we know.  We 

can talk about how the plays worked for different cultures down through the time 

period, different styles of theater. 

Actually, the truth is every single thing we’ve brought up so far today — there are 

whole branches of Shakespearian studies, people who have devoted their lives to 

those little — like the source materials.  There are scholars who have devoted their 

lives to running down the sources and analyzing them, and that sort of thing.  

There’s an entire branch of Shakespearian studies devoted to looking at the way 

that different historical periods have staged Shakespeare and what that says about 

them, maybe how the antebellum South appropriated Shakespeare on the stage.  
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We could also talk about how the plays work in today’s theater.  So there are 

several different ways to approach this. 

Historically, we could say that how they worked on his stage — again, we don’t 

have a great deal of facts about his own company, but we have some facts about 

some other companies we can use to sort of make conjectures about Shakespeare.  

They used the repertory system.  

A rival company of us — his company, The Lord Chamberlain’s Men, later known 

as The King’s Men under King James, was — had as a rival a company called The 

Admiral’s Men and there are many records that have survived from The Admiral’s 

Men so that we can sort of make some conjectures.  The Admiral’s Men, for 

example, performed 25 days out of 30 and they did 13 plays in that 25-day span.  

So that gives us a sense of how the repertory system may have worked at the time 

period. 

B: Well, at least two nights apiece, approximately. 

TB: Approximately.  And the actors would have 13 plays in their heads, you know, at 

any given time.  That staggers our imagination now because of the volume of 

language  -- that seems to us, when we try to read these and memorize them.  We 

don’t know exactly how they staged them.  We don’t know whether they staged 

them in what we might call a more representational fashion, mimetic fashion, trying 

to represent reality on the stage, or whether they produced them in a more 

presentational fashion to emphasize the play as a play, as pretend.  Emphasizing 

the audience watching players who know they’re pretending in front of an audience, 
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watching players who know they’re pretending.   

So we don’t know which of those styles they used or whether they used a mixture, 

or shifted from one to the other, depending on comedy or tragedy.  But we do know 

this.  There tended to be between 8 and 10 shareholders.  They tended to hire 

somewhere around 10 to 12 actors to join them so that we’ve got between 20 and 

24 actors at any given time.  And we know that some of his plays call for as many 

as 36 parts, so that would imply that they doubled many of the roles.  Which has 

led some scholars to conjecture that the presentational pattern of calling attention 

to the fact that this is drama and I’m putting on a hat to be this guy instead of that 

guy may very well have been the way that they presented them. 

Also the fact that these plays were done in public playhouses in broad daylight 

where the audience members can see one another and the players can see the 

audience well might have lended itself to this style of playing. 

B: We should say that these were — these theaters were open-air theaters.  

Actually, the way that they could — there were very few ways in which to 

light to stage.  We won’t go into all of this.  But let’s just say there were — 

while there were some ways for it to happen, it was certainly very primitive.  

And so consequently the best light you could get is daylight and the way 

you got daylight is you have no roof on your building, and so consequently 

it simply comes in and your performances are in the afternoons.  And so 

consequently it does present a whole different way of thinking about theater 

from the way — from what we’re used to in the way we’re thinking about 
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them.  I always say — I at least go for that unquestionably they were 

probably much more abstract in the terms of their staging and not much real 

representational in terms of the way it looked. 

And that wonderful — in “As You Like It” when Rosalind says, “This is the 

forest of Arden,” that’s it.  You don’t need anything else.  At that point 

Rosalind has told us everything we need to know.  The audience at that 

point knows that this is the forest of Arden.  We are here and I don’t need 

trees and anything else to tell me.  The language has given it to me and so 

there it is. 

TB: The use of the stage itself as a bare stage with no backdrops and no scenery, by 

modern standards, was the style of the day.  They might have  a chair on stage or a 

throne to indicate royalty perhaps, something like that.  But in general it was all 

done in a very bare stage.  They would’ve had no need for act and scene divisions, 

therefore.  Just merely entrances and exits. 

The language of Shakespeare’s plays gives us the stage directions that we need.  

So often the lines themselves, the lines of dialogue, will tell us what the characters 

are doing.  They’ll tell us who’s entering, who’s exiting, will tell us what time of day 

it is, what the weather is like, where we are.  “This is the forest of Arden” or “This is 

Delairea, madam,” you know, in “Twelfth Night.” 

B: And one of the things I know I always tell actors is — and it’s a convention 

and of course the theater is always based on convention — but that is when 

you arrive at the end of the scene and at that point the stage goes bare, all 
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the characters exit.  And at that point the audience automatically 

understood we’re now switching locations.  Something’s going to happen.  

And so the next time the character — and usually it’s mere seconds.  I mean, 

it’s just [wheeew], everybody’s gone.  There’s a bare stage we know.  

Okay.  It’s scene change.  Instead of having things flying in and rolling off 

and all of those things we do today, scene change.  A new character comes 

in.  And if it’s necessary for us to know where this character is and what it’s 

doing — and, as you’ve indicated — then the character is gonna tell us.  It’s 

all there. 

TB: Absolutely.  So many times in modern productions we have to shift scenes around 

and try to get all of the court scenes together so that we don’t have to change the 

scenery so much, you know.  But he didn’t have that problem.  It gave endless 

possibilities, one would think, for even different stagings of the same play within his 

own production company.  The fact that audiences kept coming back to see plays 

that he wrote might indicate that they did them differently every time they staged 

them.  We don’t know.  We don’t know whether they came back to see “Hamlet” 

because they loved the character so much or because it was a different “Hamlet” 

this time.  We simply don’t know what they were doing. 

The other thing that I might add is that while I am absolutely one of the primary 

bardoliters in the world, nevertheless we have to give some credit to the fact that 

Shakespeare’s own company likely had a great deal of influence on his writing of 

the plays.  First of all, he had to write for the resources that he had at hand.  He had 
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a stunning leading man in Richard Burbage, from what we can tell. 

B: The original Hamlet, the original Macbeth, the original Antony, and -- what is 

one of my favorite of all Apocryphal stories, and of course the original 

Othello which is — so the story goes, Dickey and Willey were out drinking 

one night and old Dickey said to Willey, “I can act anything you write.”  And 

so Willey went home and wrote “Othello.”  Now, the joke, of course, is that in 

“Othello” appears Yago, which is the showy acting role, and poor Othello 

stands around being done unto that whole show. 

TB: It’s a very difficult role. 

B: Every time I look at that play and I think about it, “Oh, Willey, you were 

paying Burbage back all over, weren’t you?” 

TB: Possibly. 

B: But the important point here is he was writing for a specific group of people.  

He knew those actors.  He knew what they were capable of doing.  He knew 

whom he could challenge and Burbage was unquestionably one of the 

people that he could challenge and dare to do what he would do. 

TB: His comic actors — Will Kemp was an early comic actor in his company who was 

very good at physical comedy, gymnastics and dancing, and so there’s a lot of 

buffoonery in Shakespeare’s early comedies.  When Kemp leaves the company 

and Robert Armon comes on instead, suddenly the comedy shifts from very 

physical comedy to very verbal, sophisticated comedy because Armon 

presumably was a kind of Robin Williams of his day. 
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B: Well, one of the conventions at least perhaps that we should mention and 

that is that there were no females within the company.  Explain that.  Go 

ahead.  Explain that.  Except they’re the most marvelous female roles ever 

written.  But -- 

TB: When we say Lord Chamberlain’s Men, we mean Lord Chamberlain’s Men.  The 

women dressed — the men dressed as women.  Actually, they would’ve been 

young men whose voices had not yet changed, who would take on the women’s 

roles.  The way that “Shakespeare in Love,” the film, portrays this is, oh, both 

correct and incorrect.  The chances of an older man taking on a woman’s role for 

comic effect is probably not accurate.  And the idea that a woman could’ve 

sneaked in and actually done a role on the stage is — it didn’t happen.  It didn’t 

happen. 

B: The movie pushed that one too far. 

TB: It didn’t happen.  Also — well, and they had Shakespeare playing Romeo, right, 

which did not happen. 

B: He was not the best actor in the world. 

TB: So we would assume.  Now, we don’t know.  We don’t know.  But we do know -- 

B: He took the smaller roles.  We’ll put it that way. 

TB: We know of a few specific roles that he played in some of Johnson’s plays, done in 

his company, and they were small roles.  So we assume he took the smaller roles 

in his own company but we don’t know for certain.  Women — we don’t really know 

why this was the convention in England.  On the continent, women were allowed 
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on the stage and were highly prized in leading roles.  And, in fact, after the 

restoration in the late 17th century when English courtiers come back from France, 

they bring with them the conventions of the French theater. 

B: They have seen the women on the stage and the boys will not work any 

longer. 

TB: You can’t go back to the way it was.  But there are some conjectures as to why 

England — how this developed and why England would keep women off the stage.  

But I think nowadays the primary conjecture is that English society was simply 

more sexist than the continent was and there’s a good deal of evidence that would 

support this. 

B: Well, certainly we know that there was a very strong puritanical — or puritan, 

I guess I should use that word — a puritan strain in England and especially 

in London at that time.  In fact, it’s one of the reasons why most of the 

theaters were across the river on the South Bank, across from what is called 

“the city” which is what was then the heart of London, and that was that the 

puritans were in control and wouldn’t allow public theaters to exist. 

TB: They objected to theatrical productions across the board.  Anything put on the 

stage was thought to be a lie.  And therefore it’s not just the idea tha t violence on 

the stage is going to lead to social violence, but it’s simply that anything put on the 

stage was a fabrication, a fiction, and therefore was misleading to people.  So the 

puritans were against the theater altogether.  Whether this had an influence on 

their allowing women or not — there’s a good chance that it had some influence. 
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And certainly Queen Elizabeth -- in the burgeoning of the theater as a business 

which happened during her reign, Queen Elizabeth certainly had a great deal of 

influence on how that was shaped.  And it may well have been something about 

her influence as well that created that division.  It’s not without — it was not without 

its controversies in its own day.  Not the idea that women couldn’t be on the stage.  

That was not controversial.  Everyone accepted that as a given.  But the idea that 

children should be put on the stage was actually somewhat controversial at the 

time.  There are some law cases on record where acting companies were sued for 

stealing their children to put them into -- 

B: And actually there were during this time children’s companies — that is, just 

companies made up completely of children — who were, I guess, bound — 

is that the word — bound to the company.  And they were trained to be — 

well, yes, highly, skillfully trained to be performers performing on stage.  

And I’ve always assumed at least some of those were channeled eventually 

into — were any of those taken into the Shakespeare company? 

TB: Yes, and indeed some of the children actors in Shakespeare’s company stayed 

with the company after they grew up and then took on men’s roles later on.  Some 

of them did not.  Some dropped out after playing the female roles.  Shakespeare 

seems to be the only playwright, London playwright, who did not write a play 

expressly for the children’s theater.  And when we say “children’s theater,” we 

need to make a little footnote here that we’re not talking about a company of 

children, producing a play or doing a play for children.  We’re not talking about 
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children’s drama. 

B: They’re children actors. 

TB: Children actors doing adult dramas.  “Hamlet” done by children, let’s say. 

B: Perish the thought. 

TB: It was an anomaly of the time period that we simply cannot understand.  It was a 

wildly popular thing.  Although in “Hamlet” Shakespeare seems to complain about 

them a little bit, which might indicate that he looked down on them.  Hamlet 

complains about the children’s troupe and -- 

B: And about the actors. 

TB: The actors, absolutely.  And it’s thought that possibly that is Shakespeare 

complaining about the children’s troupe and that would explain why he didn’t write 

a play himself for them.  The one thing I think that modern audiences could really 

connect with in this time period is the fact that the theater was a wildly popular thing 

in London for the first time in English history.  And I think that our notions of New 

York, Hollywood, and these things are actually sort of applicable to the way that 

London suddenly developed a theater and these actors were catapulted to 

celebrity.  Shakespeare was among the first celebrities to exist. 

B: Well, we know — and at this point I’ve forgotten -- there were at least a 

dozen, maybe more, major theaters in London or in the London area 

altogether at this point and London’s population was not that large. 

TB: 150,000, yeah. 

B: So, in other words, about the size of Springfield today.  And so 
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consequently — and we’re talking about this population supporting 12 to 15 

or more public theaters.  ‘Course there were no movie houses. 

TB: There was no television.  No Play Station, Game Boy, things like that — yeah. 

B: So the theater was — but there were bear baiting gardens and various other 

sporting events which were extremely popular. 

TB: Sometimes combined with the theater. 

B: I was going to say.  And, in fact, we even know that some of the theater 

owners dabbled in first one and then the other. 

TB: And sometimes combined them.  You’d have a bear-baiting followed by “Hamlet,” 

you know.  Which seems barbarous to us nowadays.   We can’t imagine the 

combination of the two because, yes, Shakespeare is rather high-brow and 

sanctified.  But one thing to remember is that that sanctified vision of Shakespeare 

is really an invention of the 18th century and the 19th century, his own time period, 

and even a good 100 years after Shakespeare’s lifetime he was seen as a popular 

writer.  He was a pop.  He was Steven King.  He was — I don’t even know who else 

to apply. 

B: Some people just expired when you said Shakespeare to Steven King.  

That’s too much. 

TB: But my point is that he was seen as a mere popular writer.  So much so that when 

the great libraries of England were being set up at the end of the 17th century, there 

were huge debates as to whether Shakespeare’s work should be included in the 

libraries because they were thought to be pop works and not works of serious 
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literary merit.  And that was 100 years after his lifetime. 

B: And Shakespeare himself did not seemingly — again, it’s one of those 

things.  How many of his plays were actually published or did he actually 

publish himself in his own lifetime.  There are only -- 

TB: Well, he didn’t actually publish any of his plays. 

B: Well, there are some that he at least saw through printer to -- 

TB: He saw two poems.  It’s his two long poems that he saw through press.  But his 

plays, you see, there’s a good reason that he didn’t want them published because 

-- 

B: So no one else could play it. 

TB: Right.  You don’t want anybody else to play them and you also don’t want 

audiences to read them.  You want them to come — because he’s not gonna make 

any money off a book.  Nevertheless, they were pirated all the time.  And his 

playhouses were always trying to keep their hands on the scripts themselves so 

they would not get out into the publication. 

B: Well, in fact, let’s see.  Okay.  In the year of his death, 1616, Ben Johnson 

finally was the first playwright to let all of his plays and at that point to sort 

of publish them, bring them together in one volume, and sort of say, “Well, 

this proves I’m something” or “This gives me a stature of some kind or the 

other.”  And it’s to be another seven years, in 1623 — so seven years after 

the death of Shakespeare before finally his own company said, “Well, wait a 

minute.  Let’s see.  He’s as good as Ben Johnson and he deserves 
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everything that Ben Johnson” -- 

TB: The first folio. 

B: So then comes the first folio and there are — 35 is it? 

TB: They’re not all represented there but many of the plays that appear in the first folio 

appear there for the first time, that we know of.  So those collectors did us a huge 

favor by publishing those plays at that time.  We don’t know what they used as 

manuscripts.  We don’t know whether they used the — what’s the term that the 

actors in hand?  The play scripts.  They’re actual scripts.  We don’t know whether 

that’s what they used or whether there was some sort of manuscript written by the 

author himself that they used.  All we have is the first folio, literally. 

B: But we do know it was his company.  That is, it came — that’s the source of 

the publication. 

TB: That’s right.  And Ben Johnson let his hair down enough to write a very nice poem, 

a very sweet poem, to Shakespeare and it took him 7 years to finally get rid of his 

envy and be able to say he was a great — the sweet swan of Avon. 

B: Okay.  Within these plays that we have and that are certainly still so highly 

performable, is there a way — is there any pattern that we can see that 

Shakespeare — how Shakespeare organized his plays or is there anything 

that we can see here?  How did the stories develop? 

TB: Well, it’s important to remember that what we have at hand nowadays is — what 

you or I will pull off the shelf to read, they’re always thoroughly modernized editions 

and they’ve gone through hundreds of years literally of editors poring over them 
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and looking at the extant quartos which would be the smaller print versions or the 

folios, the larger print versions, comparing different versions of the plays in order to 

try to come up with what we now think of as the accepted standard version.  It’s 

taken hundreds of years to get to this point.  How those scripts developed, we have 

no idea.  But there are — there are scholars who have devoted their lifetimes to 

compiling the different word variance and all manner of very minute -- 

B: You could get yourself lost forever. 

TB: And it’s important to remember, too, that punctuation is thoroughly modernized in 

these plays.  They didn’t have a sense of punctuation at the time.  They didn’t have 

a sense of spelling at all.  Shakespeare himself spelled his own name at least six 

different ways, so far as we know.  And this, by the way, in my opinion, is one of the 

things that has led to the authorship question, the idea that William Shakespeare 

did not write these plays.  There were amateur historians in the 19th century who 

decided to go on a sort of who-done-it hunt and found these six different signatures, 

and said, “Well, they couldn’t be the same person,” and didn’t know that one of the 

facts is that spelling as we know it was not regularized until the 18th century.  So it 

pays to know your history, I guess. 

B: I guess we should say at least as a digression, and that is that there are — 

and there are, in fact, just within the last year or so, there’s been sort of a 

new controversy that Shakespeare — that whoever Shakespeare is, it was 

not William Shakespeare who wrote the plays.  That it was a name — it was 

the name of an actor, it was a member of that company, and so it was very 



THE 101 Lecture 14 27 
 

convenient to use this person as the front.  But that the plays were actually 

written by somebody else.  Now, that’s it in a nutshell.  That’s about all it’s 

worth, as far as I’m concerned, and let’s just go back to Shakespeare. 

So how — within these stories, is there any pattern that we can see as to 

how they’re structured, how they’re organized?  Aristotle says a beginning, 

a middle, and an end.  Where does Shakespeare begin and where does 

Shakespeare end? 

TB: Well, interestingly — although we don’t — they did not maintain any acts and 

scenes divisions as we do now.  They fall rather neatly into five major cruxes.  And 

so we have a 5-act division to these plays now.  Shakespeare didn’t invent this; he 

just did it better than anybody else. 

Usually the plays were structured to take place within a 24-hour period to try to fit 

into that classical notion of the unities of time and place.  Though as he went along, 

he got freer and freer with those unities. 

B: That’s right.  He gets stretched. 

TB: He gets stretched. 

B: Pretty far. 

TB: So much so that in the next to the last play that he wrote, “The Winter’s Tales,” Acts 

1 and 2 take place and then there’s a gap of 15 years and then the rest of the play.  

In fact, there’s even a character named Time who comes out — who tells the 

audience that this passage of time is taking place. 

B: And one dead wife for 15 years, or whatever. 
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TB: Yes.  Which we find out, you know, much later in the play.  The fact that the -- 

B: One wife who is not dead. 

TB: Presumably is dead.  That’s right.  Resurrected at the end, if we can say that.  The 

fact that “The Tempest” has roughly the same structure to its plot that the play itself 

does not — the play itself utilizes Act 1 to give an extensive exposition of what’s 

happened 12 years before the opening of the play.  This has led some scholars to 

conjecture that Shakespeare’s got some complaints about “The Winter’s Tale” and 

that gap of 15 years in the middle because he went back to the unities in “The 

Tempest” and did it better than anyone had ever done it to that point.  It’s a very 

interesting study of the progression of his writing from his earliest plays to his last 

plays which also could take up a whole course or two or ten to study his 

development as a playwright.  

It’s also important to think of the individual line itself within his writing as being 

highly structured.  He tended to write mostly in poetry in iambic pentameter.  He 

didn’t invent this use of iambic pentameter in drama, but he perfected it.  He did it 

better than anyone else.  He got rid of the use of poetry — of a line of poetry that 

stopped at the end of every line that became very static.  Writers before him tended 

to end stop their lines and Shakespeare learned how to make them flow from one 

to the other so that it sounded very conversational. 

He also got rid of rhyme.  He uses rhyme only now and then in his plays and 

usually to emphasize a line that he wants the audience to remember -- “The play is 

the thing wherein we’ll catch the conscience of the king” — so that then we’ll have 
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that to remember throughout the next act.  But generally he doesn’t use rhyme the 

way many of his contemporaries do.  He didn’t invent the use of poetry in his plays 

but he certainly did it better than anybody else. 

B: And we should also point out that he — we would assume with no fear 

whatsoever — mixes both poetry and prose, and moves from one to the 

other with no problem. 

TB: Absolutely. 

B: Except that — again, as a key to the actors you always say, “Okay.  When he 

makes the switch, now you figure out why because there is a reason.” 

TB: There has to be a reason.  There are books written conjecturing these reasons.  No 

one knows for certain, but there are some various theories and approaches.  One 

approach is to say that only nobles speak in verse and that commons speak in 

prose.  But you have to throw that out the window when you get to Hamlet, 

because Hamlet speaks many of his passages in prose.  His most famous 

speeches are in poetry, but nevertheless he does speak in prose.  Rosalind 

speaks a great deal lin prose.  Why?  We don’t know.  And the ability to mix 

them — Henry IV uses poetry when he speaks to his father, the king.  He uses 

prose when he speaks with Falstaff.  It works there.  And I do think it’s a cue to the 

actor to stop and think about what’s happening in the character.  But how you 

answer that question, there are endless possibilities. 

B: I think certainly in the discussion we’ve had today that what we can see is 

that Shakespeare was a superb person of the theater.  And, in fact — and 
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again, he probably understood the theater better than anyone else who ever 

wrote for it.  One of the things that one certainly -- in working on a 

Shakespearian play, one of the things that you discover is that if you just 

take any clue that he gives you, somewhere he will solve the problem.  When 

you try to go against what he’s doing or, in ignorance, go somewhere else, 

eventually you get caught up with.  He will have anticipated every problem.  

He will know how to solve it.  And if you just keep studying and studying and 

studying and going back to the text and back to the text and back to the text, 

then at that point you will find any answer that you may need.  It takes a lot 

of unearthing.  But he was — he is unquestionably one of the greatest 

playwrights who has ever lived and many people would certainly say maybe 

the greatest playwright who has ever lived. 

 Thank you.  Fascinating conversation today.  I enjoyed it. 

  


