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Background
The Globe Theatre

The Globe Theatre was one of the most popular theatres in London and was where many of Shakespeare’s plays were first performed. It was very different from the way theatres are built today. It was open-air and had eight sides. It was three stories high and could hold approximately 3,000 people. Most of the audience would stand in the pit in front of the stage and stay on their feet for the whole performance, as there were no seats. The more wealthy theatregoers would sit on hard wooden seats around the edge of the theatre. The ‘groundlings’ that would stand to watch the plays only paid a penny to get in to the theatre. Being poor, they wouldn’t have been able to wash very often. On a hot day this part of the audience didn’t smell very nice and they were given the nickname ‘the penny stinkers’.

The Globe continued to put on plays until 1642 when the Puritans closed it down, along with all the other theatres in London. The Puritans were a religious group who thought that enjoying yourself was sinful. They made church services very plain and banned theatres and other forms of entertainment.

Rebuilt in 1993 near the original site of theatre, The Globe now stages plays much as it did during Shakespeare’s life.

Shakespeare’s London

During the reign of Queen Elizabeth I (1558-1603), England became one of the most powerful countries in the world due to its fearsome navy. London was at the heart of its culture and trade.  London in Shakespeare’s time was much smaller than it is today, with a population of about 200,000, but even then it was an amazing mix of people. The trade that was carried along the River Thames created much of London’s wealth. The river provided water for the city and was a source of food for many people. At the same time it also served as the city’s sewer!

The people of London liked to be entertained then as they do now. They liked to go to the theatre to see new plays. They also enjoyed watching animal fights such as bear baiting and cock fighting. Bear baiting meant letting a pack of crazed hounds loose on a chained bear, and watching from a safe distance while the beasts fight.  It was very popular, and was considered almost as much fun as the public hangings people used to watch.  Even Queen Elizabeth thought this was good entertainment. The area around the Globe there were several theatres, more than 300 inns (pubs) and many gambling houses and bear baiting pits. The mix of people that Shakespeare met on London’s streets were sure to have inspired some of the wild characters we have become familiar with through his plays.

