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If we forget the economic motive altogether and overlook the
material conditions on which the production of wealth depends,
we become mere sentimentalists and dreamers.

R.H. Tawney, in a comment on a student’s exam, 1908
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Author’s Note: The Theatre, 1576-98

The Globe, on Bankside in London, is Shakespeare’s famous play-
house, but before it there was another. This had the simpler name of
“The Theatre’ and it stood in Shoreditch, to the north-east of the
City, from 1576 until 1598, when it was secretly pulled down.

The Globe tells one story of Shakespeare: inevitable and trium-
phant, a prolific and assured genius. But in 1599, when the Globe
opened, Shakespeare was thirty-five years old. He was two-thirds of
the way through his lifetime and already famous as a playwright and
poet. Behind him was a handful of the plays we most celebrate today,
including 4 Midsummer Night's Dream and Romeo and Juliet. The
Theatre tells a very different story. In his years there, the young
Shakespeare was inexperienced, experimental and uncertain. The
Theatre was Shakespeare’s workshop. Here he was apprenticed to
older masters and learned his craft.

Everything has a back-story. The Theatre was not built on empty
ground. Constructed in — and partly from — the ruins of a medieval
priory, the Theatre grew out of the collapse of the traditional Catholic
Church in the violent historical episode we know by the gentle name
of the dissolution of the monasteries. This is best seen as a land grab.
Beginning in 1536, the Crown seized the vast estates held by the

xi



AUTHOR’S NOTE: THE THEATRE, 1576-98

Church and sold them on. Out of this grew not only the layout of
modern London but also the shape of the modern economic world.
Late Elizabethan London was the nursery of capitalism, and capi-
talism was a disruptive, opportunistic child.

Shakespeare’s career grew in this world. Key to the changes of this
turbulent time was the decline of the traditional structures of work,
in which tradesmen and craftsmen were regulated by bodies known
as livery companies. This model of a working life gave its shape to
Shakespeare’s own development. We may take a single example: the
masterpiece. We nowadays use this to mean a work created by an
established artist at the height of his or her powers. This is not how
Shakespeare’s contemporaries understood the word. For them, the
masterpiece was the work created at the end of a period of training,
and whose creation was the sign that the apprentice was ready to
become a master. The masterpiece is not a culmination but a transi-
tion. Shakespeare’s apprenticeship took place at the Theatre. Here he
wrote his masterpiece.

Placing Shakespeare at the Theatre is a useful reminder that once, he
needed to learn his craft, and he did so at a disrupted, shifting time.
We want to see him as exceptional and he certainly was, in one way:
nobody else wrote like him, and likely never will. But this difference
has partly blinded us. If we begin by seeing him as exceptional we can
only end with an enigma, and he can only be an isolated figure. But
at the Theatre Shakespeare was surrounded by those from whom he
learned and those with whom he developed.

Only traces of the Theatre’s foundations remain. These were
discovered by archaeologists in 2008. To recover the foundations of
Shakespeare’s career requires further digging. This is what I have
attempted, in the following pages, and drawing upon two sets of
archives.

The first set of archives is the records kept by the livery compa-
nies. These detail the working lives of the men of Shakespeare’s time.
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AUTHOR’S NOTE: THE THEATRE, 1576-98

What survives of these is scrupulous, rich and evocative, although
many are lost or incomplete. I have particularly drawn from the
records of the Worshipful Company of Carpenters. The originals
are held by the Carpenters’ Company and the London Archives
(formerly the London Metropolitan Archives) and many of them
have been reproduced in seven handsome volumes: Records of the
Worshipful Company of Carpenters (Oxford University Press and
Phillimore, 1913-68), edited by Bower Marsh and others.

The second set of archives is the vast trove of legal records gener-
ated by the ongoing lawsuits that surrounded and at times threat-
ened to engulf the Theatre, as its owners and creditors — those who
built it, who paid for it, who believed they owned it, or believed it
had no right to stand at all — sued and counter-sued one another.
The originals of these are scattered, and the majority are held in the
National Archives at Kew and the London Archives. Many of the
key records that touch directly upon the Theatre have been tran-
scribed by Charles William Wallace in his The First London Theatre:
Materials for a History (University of Nebraska, 1913). I draw also
upon legal records not included in Wallace, and which have not been
transcribed or analysed before.

Historians of the playhouses of this period have mined these rich
archives, but only narrowly. Shakespeare’s biographers have preferred
to find the genesis of his works and his worldview in novelistic places:
in his relationship with his failing father, his marriage to an older
woman or his possible Catholicism. But Shakespeare, like almost all
Elizabethans of his social class, was a worker, too, which means that
he sought to earn a living and was apprenticed to his craft. This was
not easy. Money and the law and violence and struggle are not just
subjects for his plays but were the conditions for their existence as he
and others fought to keep the dream factory open.

What this book will seek is his commonness: the moments where
his career touched those of others and where it was formed by the
conditions of his age. He was not in those years a minor deity but a
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AUTHOR’S NOTE: THE THEATRE, 1576-98

labouring writer. At the Theatre, he worked alongside not only the
playwrights with whom he collaborated but also the actors who first
brought to life his roles. And he was surrounded by working men
whose lives are almost lost to us. They are the carpenters, joiners,
bricklayers and others who built the home within which his plays
could take form. Without their work we could not have his. What
these men shared was that they were working for a living.

Putting Shakespeare back into his moment makes him newly
visible in ours. Here is a common enough news story of recent years:
cuts to funding for the arts, collapsing audience numbers, closing
opera houses. ‘As of 2013, American symphony orchestras earned
more of their money from philanthropic contributions than they did
ticket sales,” reports William Deresiewicz in his gloom-filled book
The Death of the Artist, ‘effectively making them charities.” Those
technologies that promised to democratise music — to make it avail-
able, and cheaply, to all — turn out to benefit the few. A decent living
wage in the arts is a vanishing dream.In December 2022, the Authors’
Licensing and Collecting Society reported on the tumbling state of
the earnings of writers in the United Kingdom. The median annual
income for a professional author was £7,000, having dropped by 43
per cent in the past fifteen years. In 2007, 40 per cent of authors
earned all their income from writing. By 2022, it was 19 per cent.

Shakespeare and the Theatre, 1576 to 1598: a very specific time
and place in so many ways lost to us and yet, at moments, so close. At
the Theatre one thing could be another. This was its charm and its
danger. The Theatre was a structure within which some of the
greatest stories of all time were first performed. It was also, from the
start, a story of its own.
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The Dreamers and the Dream

Years later, long after its timbers had been torn down, built up again
and then burned to ash, an elderly man named Cuthbert Burbage
remembered the beginning of a remarkable building. “The father of
us’, he wrote, ‘was the first builder of Playhouses.” Cuthbert was
seventy years old, the biblical three score and ten, and a lifetime of
hustle had honed his storytelling instinct. Perhaps he was remem-
bering the old prayer — ‘Our father which art in heaven, hallowed be
thy name’ — but this would be blasphemy, for Cuthbert’s tale was of
the joys and tribulations of this world, not the next. His father James
had been ‘in his younger years a Player’, Cuthbert recounted, using
an old word for actor, and “The players that lived in those first times
had only the profit arising from the doors.” They performed in inns,
on makeshift stages. The players were poor, their lives chancy, the
takings scarce and unreliable. And so James built them a home. This
was the first purpose-built commercial playhouse in London and it
had an evocative but slightly literal name: the Theatre.
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PROLOGUE

Cuthbert’s account appears in what is known as a rejoinder, which
was one of the documents created during a lawsuit that sparked off in
1635.1tis largely technical, a tale of financial instruments and arrange-
ments, contracts and numbers and debt. “The Theatre he built with
many hundred pounds taken up at interest,’ Cuthbert recounted, and
‘He built this house upon leased ground, by which means the Landlord
& he had a great suit in law & by his death the like troubles fell upon
us, his sons.” But it has a fairy-tale aspect to it. Cuthbert’s younger
brother Richard was long dead but Cuthbert writes in both their
names for this is a family story. The two of them grew up at the
Theatre; this was their childhood, as it was for a generation of play-
wrights and actors and craftsmen who made their lives here. It was the
setting, too, for the childhood of English drama more broadly, for the
Theatre inaugurated a golden age of plays and playing. The Theatre is
a story of opportunity, promise, possibility: of an unlikely door which
might open the world and let art and fame and riches flow in.

In the course of Cuthbert’s rejoinder, he lists half a dozen of his
business associates, those he calls ‘deserving men’. The first name on
the list is the one we know, but it is still a surprise to find it here:
‘Shakspere’, or William Shakespeare. There is no indication that
there is anything special about him. Cuthbert does not mention that
Shakespeare worked for the Burbages at the Theatre when he first
arrived in London as a young man, nor that here he wrote 4
Midsummer Night’s Dream, Romeo and Juliet, The Merchant of Venice
and the other dozen extraordinary plays of the 1590s. These plays
made Shakespeare’s name, and not only his. Cuthbert also does not
mention that he and his brother knew Shakespeare well, and perhaps
— in the case of Richard — as deeply as anyone would ever know him.
Shakespeare wrote the lead roles in all his major plays for Richard.
He was the first Romeo, Richard III, Hamlet, Othello, Lear.

Cuthbert was telling a dry story but at its heart flickers something
quick, tantalising, irresistible: a dream. This gives it life; and this was

also why Cuthbert was being sued. The legal suit that prompted
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THE DREAMERS AND THE DREAM

Cuthbert’s cool rejoinder had been brought by a trio of actors, who
were suing for the right to purchase a share in the profits of the play-
houses controlled by the Burbage family. The actors were middle-
aged and perhaps not as successful as they thought they should be.
They were asking why they had not been made rich by their long
years of acting while others had done so well. The suit, then, was a
fight over who stands to profit from art: in this case, the creation and
first performance of some of the greatest works of literature in history.
But nothing in the suit suggests that anyone involved in it believed
that plays and their staging were different from any other kind of
property or job. One of the three actors who brought the suit was
known for playing roles that had first been made famous by Richard
Burbage a generation or two earlier, and this prompted Cuthbert
into irritation. ‘Richard Burbage,” he snapped, ‘for 35 years pains,
cost, and Labour made means to leave his wife and Children some
estate.” This is his work, not yours, says Cuthbert. He was speaking of
acting, of playing, but he called it ‘Labour’.

Here are the constituents of the dream: a mad idea, hard work, a
quarrel over money, and the chance of great, transporting literature.
The history of the Theatre is a parable and a love song of litigation
and art. First of all, and written into its foundations, it is the story of
a family and a place, each tightly bound to the other. When Cuthbert
died, a year after writing this rejoinder, his body was brought back to
Shoreditch and buried in the local parish church of St Leonard’s,
close by the old site of the Theatre.

In late 1575 the former joiner and part-time actor James Burbage
moved his growing family — his wife Ellen, their two sons, ten and
eight, and a young daughter — to the north-eastern suburbs of
London. For the past decade or so the Burbages had been living in
the parish of St Stephen Coleman Street, in the tight furl of the City.
Then as now, the capitalised ‘City’ referred to the financial and
administrative core of London, largely late medieval and ringed by a

5



PROLOGUE

Roman wall. Here, James had trained as a joiner but soon abandoned
this respectable trade to become a travelling player. He was restless,
improvisatory, and he knew that in the suburbs new industries were
springing up, and new houses being built for the growing population.
This was a fresh start for him and his family. Shoreditch was not far
but it was beyond the City walls, and to reach it you took the old
Roman road of Bishopsgate until it became Holywell Street, until
paving stones gave way to mud. There were wooden two-storey
houses fronting the high street and behind them open fields stretched
away. The family leased a small house here and in March 1576 their
newborn daughter Alice was baptised at St Leonard’s.

The following month, Burbage signed a lease on a muddy half-
acre patch of ground. It was a loose rectangle bounded on one side by
a low stone wall and on another by a brick wall above a ditch running
along the open space of Finsbury Fields. The other two sides were
marked by semi-derelict buildings. These had once belonged to the
priory of Holywell, which had stood in Shoreditch until the dissolu-
tion of the monasteries forty years before. Now the workshops, mill-
house and storehouses of the old priory were tenements, one occupied
by a widow, another by a weaver, and the whole was owned by a man
named Giles Allen. Allen lived out in the greener fields of Essex and
had, like many speculators and developers, profited from the dissolu-
tion: picking up the monastic lands surrounding London on the
cheap, knocking together tenements, renting them on. He was
Burbage’s landlord. At the south edge stood a barn. This was the
largest structure on the site and is referred to in the lease as ‘the
Great Barn’, but those who knew it tended not to call it great. It was
partly used as a slaughterhouse by a local butcher and partly as a
storeroom for an innkeeper and was so rickety that a great wind
might have taken it. Later testimonies all agree: this was a lowly sort
of setting, a refuge for rogues and beggars. Burbage put down £20
and promised to pay £14 a year for twenty-one years. It was not
cheap but it was available. Most usefully, Shoreditch stood outside
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THE DREAMERS AND THE DREAM

the City walls, and therefore outside the jurisdiction of the Lord
Mayor and the City lawmakers.

Burbage did not move his family into one of these properties.
They were too run-down, as yet; and he had other plans. As soon as
he took possession, however, he moved a new tenant into the Barn.
Oliver Tylte was twenty-four years old and of no particular trade. As
with so many who fell into Burbage’s orbit, Tylte soon found himself
tied to the older man. Later, he would do a little work for Burbage as
a security guard, and later still, he would testify on Burbage’s behalf.
He was young and strong and useful: the kind of man who leaves
bare traces in the historical record; one amongst the tide of cheap
labour washing into London, looking for quick work and a place to
live. The lease Burbage signed stipulated that he would develop the
tenements on the site, but being a landlord was only the lesser part of
his ambitions here. His true scheme — and that which makes this
something more than another housing development in a growing
suburb —required substantial capital investment. Burbage had dreams
and the lease on a promising site but he did not have capital. For this
he needed an investor.

He did not have to look far. Burbage’s wife Ellen had a brother
who was a prosperous grocer in the City. John Brayne was widely
rumoured to be worth £1,000. He was married and childless and
owned a house and shop on Bucklersbury, a City street lined with
grocers and apothecaries. Brayne was settled in a stable trade while
Burbage was not, but the two men shared what we might see as the
spirit of the age: acquisitive, creative, flexible and profit-hungry. Later
we would name this capitalism, but it was only just being born here
in late Elizabethan London and it was making its energies known in
small encounters and novel financial arrangements. One day in the
late spring or early summer of 1576 Burbage invited his rich brother-
in-law to come up from the City to Shoreditch, to look round the
site, to look into the new world. There was the smell of blood from
the slaughterhouse, and the ground was soft underfoot.

7



PROLOGUE

Burbage’s plan was simple and bold. He dreamed, he explained to
his brother-in-law, of a playhouse here in Shoreditch. Because the
promises that passed between the two men became a key question in
a series of lawsuits which ran long after the deaths of either of them,
and because this was a literate, litigious age, we have several accounts
of their conversation. One carpenter later recalled ‘such promises and
speech as passed from the said James Burbage to the said Brayne of
the great wealth and profit that should rise unto them by building A
theatre or play house’. Another testimony comes from a goldsmith.
Burbage, he deposed, ‘did earnestly insinuate his brother in law’ to
help him build a playhouse, ‘earnestly informing him that it would
grow to their continually great profit & commodity through the
Plays that should be used there every week'. Brayne was reluctant,
‘very loath’, for he was already a rich man, but Burbage pressed on
with his ‘sweet and continual persuasions’. Soon promises turned to
numbers. It would cost no more than £200 to build a playhouse,
Burbage insisted, and Brayne was known to be worth many times
this, and once it was built then Brayne would receive a moiety, which
is ‘one half of the profits that should Rise by the said Plays there to
be used’.

These depositions conjure the slippery magic of Burbage’s prom-
ises. He sang a sweet song of money coming in, and he sang it well.
Although this is a story of worldly motives — what another deposition,
from a grocer’s apprentice, calls ‘hope of great wealth & profit’— it is
also an enchanted scene. The phrase ‘profit that should rise’ appears in
two separate testimonies. This is not a wholly idiomatic expression, so
we can assume that it captures a trace of authentic speech, a phrase
plucked from a conversation that took place 450 years ago. It is a
promise and a dream vision: of a building rising and of the money that
would flow upwards through it as if out of the ground upon which
they stood.

James Burbage was a creature of his age but his dream was of
ancient things. This is what made him so seductive. He was not a

8



THE DREAMERS AND THE DREAM

great actor. He did not write plays. But he understood hunger: what
people wanted, what thrilled them, deep in the blood. Man’s instinct
to play is older than civilisation, said Johan Huizinga in his 1938
essay Homo Ludens. Play can take many forms. It may be a child’s
game or a classical concert, playing or watching sport, a joke or a
poem. It appears at the card table and in the temple, on the tennis
court and on the screen, and all, writes Huizinga, involve ‘stepping
out of “real”life into a temporary sphere of activity with a disposition
all of its own’. Play moves within an enchanted zone. ‘In fair Verona’,
insists the opening of Romeo and Juliet, ‘we lay our Scene.” And we
are in a glittering, fictional Italy. ‘Now, fair Hippolyta,” begins A
Midsummer Night’s Dream, as a duke addresses his bride-to-be. And
we are in a crystalline world of myths and warrior queens. In the
streets of London the players summoned their audience with a soar
of trumpets and a roar of drums. This is addictive. “The feeling of
being “apart-together” in an exceptional situation, writes Huizinga,
‘of mutually withdrawing from the rest of the world and rejecting the
usual norms, retains its magic beyond the duration of the individual
game.” This is worth paying for, and worth fighting for. The wish to
make money and the wish to create art; the hunger to play and the
willingness to pay for it: all were tangled up in Burbage’s pitch. His
genius lay in his ability to see that one dream may prey upon another.

In April 1576, as Burbage was settling the lease, a boy just shy of his
twelfth birthday in the Midlands market town of Stratford-upon-
Avon was dreaming of something more than his raftered upstairs
schoolroom and his exercises in Latin imitation and his father’s trade
of glove-making. We must suppose that William Shakespeare was a
brilliant and occasionally diffident student. At this moment there
was not an obvious future for him, or at least not one that he wished.
His talent was inevitable; what might not be so easy was to find an
opportunity for it to lead to a living. There was not yet in the English
language a word for what he would become: a playwright.
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PROLOGUE

Seeing Shakespeare among the Burbages is to see him less as the
aloof genius celebrated by romantic poets since the nineteenth
century and instead as a cannier figure who belonged within and
emerged from the restlessness of his age. His life and career were
structured by the regulations and expectations of late Elizabethan
London and yet freed by its energies. This was his dream: a life spent
creating literature which can be both transportingly, timelessly great
and yet also profitable, not as a sideline or a hobby, but as a job. The
Burbages remind us to put money at the heart of art, and if this
seems disenchanted, even hollow, it might usefully return us to some
characteristics of Shakespeare’s thinking which otherwise are lost.

Shakespeare knew this: that one strand of the struggle to make art
is the hustle to earn a living. A small scene catches it. It is the morning
of Juliet’s wedding to Paris, the young man her parents wish her to
marry, and the young bride-to-be is discovered dead in her bed. The
audience are aware, from previous scenes, that she is already married
to Romeo and that she has taken a potion which has caused her to
fall into a sleep so deep that it looks like death. But the other charac-
ters on stage, her parents, her nurse, are not, and their grief is reaching
a holy pitch when a troupe of minor characters enter. They are musi-
cians, here to entertain the guests at the wedding, and while they
have been asked to come it is the perfectly wrong moment for them.
“Tis no time to play now, the first musician says, but they do not
leave. Instead, they start to josh a little, some back and forth with the
household servants.

What follows is pure Shakespeare: a simple, humane insight,
tightly packaged. Juliet’s is not their tragedy for these are working
men, caught by chance in the roil of the plot, and they linger because
they have been paid to be here. While they are reluctant to strike up
with their instruments Peter, one of the Capulet servants, teases
them by launching into a popular song. As he reaches the phrase ‘the
music with her silver sound’ he breaks off. ‘Why silver sound?” he
taunts them: ‘what say you? The first musician replies feebly —
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‘because silver hath a sweet sound’— but the banter has begun. The
second musician jumps in with the punchline that has been waiting.
T say “silver sound” because musicians sound for silver’, he retorts,
and this in turn sparks another comeback from Peter: ‘Because musi-
cians have no gold for sounding.’

This little knockabout was probably designed as an opportunity
for some improvisation by the skilled clown Will Kemp, who first
played the role of Peter. It lands badly in the hands of actors who take
Shakespeare more seriously, and modern productions tend to cut this
scene. But there is a point to it. For these musicians, their work is to
perform. They may create beauty and bring consolation, may mark a
festivity, but they do so as a job. Sometimes it is hard to keep this
balance in mind. Sometimes it is easier to treat art made for money
as a category error or a joke.

The promise of a fee paid for playing, and then the fear of its
disappearance, stands behind a matching scene in A Midsummer
Night’s Dream. Another group of entertainers gather for a perfor-
mance: the ‘rude mechanicals’, a troupe of working men who wish to
be actors and whom we watch rehearse a play which they plan to
perform at the wedding of the Duke. In a panic just before their big
day one of their number, a bellows-mender named Francis Flute,
worries that if their show is not a success they will have ‘lost sixpence
a day during his life’. He repeats: ‘sixpence a day for playing’. The
sum is not princely but it is honest. Two sixpences made a shilling in
Elizabethan London, and a 1576 statute set the wage for a London
craftsman — a carpenter, a skinner — at three shillings and four pence
a week, with food and drink included. This was just over sixpence a
day. Flute dreams of being paid at the rate of a working man.

Romeo and Juliet and A Midsummer Night’s Dream: Shakespearean
scholars have long observed that these plays are twins. Each tells of
young lovers who run away from forbidding parents; each features a
potion, a wall, a suicide and a dream of fairies. Written in 1594 and
1595, and drawing from Shakespeare’s early, learning years at the
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Theatre in Shoreditch, they are also the two plays that most directly
address the conjoined questions of how to make art and how to make
money. This is no surprise, for in the years immediately before
writing these plays Shakespeare was hard at work at learning how to
write and how to earn his living from it. These were not the only two
plays he wrote at the Theatre. But they were the perfect products of
its dream factory, arising directly from and expressing still its deep
contradictions and its rich promise. The story that follows will there-
fore turn upon, and culminate in, these two plays.

A dream can animate our greatest endeavours and drive men to
change the world. It can be so flimsy. Shakespeare’s plays still give us
the best vocabulary in which to describe them. ‘Dreams’, says
Mercutio in Romeo and Juliet,

are the children of an idle brain,
Begot of nothing but vain fantasy,
Which is as thin of substance as the air.

‘These things seem small and undistinguishable,’ says the bewildered
Demetrius close to the end of A Midsummer Night’s Dream, as he
stirs from the state of drugged confusion in which he has spent much
of the play: ‘Like far-oft mountains turnéd into clouds.” But he
cannot quite shake its traces. It seems to me, he adds, “That yet we
sleep, we dream.’

The dream is tenacious. Prompted or swayed by Burbage’s
vision, Brayne soon went all in. As another grocer’s apprentice later
deposed, Brayne had once been a solid man but ‘After he had
Joined with the said Burbage in the matter of building of the said
Theatre he began to slack his own trade and gave him self to the
building thereof.” He sold his house on Bucklersbury for £100 and
what the grocer’s apprentice described as ‘all such wares as he had
left’ — the tools of his trade, his scales and weights, any remaining
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supplies — for £146. He poured all this gold like water into the new
playhouse.

In return for his capital investment Brayne received nothing
tangible. The lease on the Holywell site included only the names of
the landlord Giles Allen and the new tenant James Burbage. And
while Burbage promised to make him a full partner his name was
never added. Burbage later explained why. He had pawned the lease,
he claimed to Brayne, so could not amend it. This was a common
Elizabethan financial instrument: a local moneylender would offer a
small sum in exchange for a lease and a promise of future repayment.
Perhaps this is true, but the name of this moneylender who held the
lease does not appear anywhere in the surviving legal records, so it
seems as likely this was only a convenient ruse.

It may seem naive on the part of Brayne to have entered a complex
financial arrangement without a clear contract. But this was how the
age understood business. It mattered that the two men were tied by
tamily: that they were brothers, almost. We might nowadays draw a
distinction between our domestic life and our place of work, or
between our families and our co-workers. This separation — both
spatial and emotional — was not true for sixteenth-century England.
People working together, notes the economic and social historian
Keith Wrightson, used an ‘idiom of kinship invoking the affective
bonds of family’ to describe and understand their professional rela-
tionships. He goes on: ‘Forms of economic association thus over-
lapped conceptually with those of kinship.” Burbage approached
Brayne because he was both rich and related to him, which is equally
why Brayne trusted him.

But this old world, and these old ways, are changing under new
pressures. In this moment a new world of business is arising out of
the old language of the feelings. Trust; interest; a bond: each of these
words describes affectionate and emotional ties between men, and
each will soon enough assume new and more coldly financial asso-
ciations. Credit is an old word for a deceptively modern thing — one’s
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credit history, or credit score, necessary to take out a mortgage or to
take up a bank loan — and, as Craig Muldrew details in his book 7%e
Economy of Obligation, the concept was undergoing transformation
in sixteenth-century London. From about 1530, there was a sharp
rise in consumption and, Muldrew explains, ‘With limited amounts
of gold and silver in circulation, this economic expansion was based
on the increasing use of credit, much of which was informal, as might
be expected in a society with high levels of illiteracy.’ There were no
pay cheques, or detailed tax returns, to establish a borrowing history
and from it to predict a financial future. Put simply, this was a society
that had not as yet invented impersonal instruments to measure the
credit upon which it increasingly depended. Instead, Muldrew
explains: ‘Most credit was extended between individual emotional
agents, and it meant you were willing to trust someone to pay you
back in the future. Similarly, to have credit in a community meant
that you could be trusted to pay back your debts.’In this age a man’s
credit was bound up with an estimation of his character. Instead of a
cool fiscal reckoning, it was a warm personal one. Credit in this
period therefore retained what Muldrew calls ‘a strong social and
ethical meaning’, and the word held onto an older set of associations
tied to its origin in the Latin ‘credo’, meaning to believe or to trust.
Credit is an old word, and it conjures an old world. But not for
long. As economic historians agree, sixteenth-century London saw
the rapid — and terrifying — emergence of a new economic system in
which the old personal relationships and bonds between men began
to crumble. We call this modernity, or capitalism, but at the time it
telt like all the sands were shifting. In 1577 a London priest named
William Harrison published his ‘Description of England’ in which
he noted with dismay the signs of the newly mutable world. England
was, he wrote, ‘pestered with purveyors, who take up eggs, butter,
cheese, pigs, capons, hens’in one market, and then sell them at profit
in another. He worried about rising rents and flash new houses, filled
with rich plate, tapestry, silk hangings. He was particularly concerned
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that silver spoons had replaced the old wooden ones in people’s
homes.

The change was felt most keenly in places such as Shoreditch.
Here, records the sixteenth-century chronicler John Stow in his
Survey of London, the medieval city was being washed away by the
tide of the new. The old priory leased by James Burbage was named
for an ancient well known as ‘Holy Well’ but this, Stow recounts, ‘is
much decayed and marred with filthiness purposely laid there, for
the heightening of the ground for garden plots’. It is a perfect image
of that which has been lost: the old holy waters are mud, and where
once men went to worship is now only business. Commerce means
agreements but it also brings disagreement. During the 1560s, the
central Westminster courts of King’s Bench and Common Pleas
heard about 5,000 cases each year concerning the failure to pay a
debt or to honour a contract. Twenty years later, in the 1580s, about
13,000 cases were begun each year. By 1606, the figure had risen to
more than 23,000. “There was one attorney for every 20,000 people
in England in 1560," notes Wrightson, and ‘one for every 2,500 in a
much-increased population by 1640.” Wrightson goes on to describe
this new London as ‘a society which was interconnected by commer-
cial transactions as never before’ but we might see it equally as one
that was divided, as never before, by quarrels over the collapse or
failure of those same transactions.

Because the Theatre was the setting for the creation of timeless,
miraculous art, its story is worth telling. But because the Theatre’s
story is of knotted litigation — of suits and counter-suits, of claims
and fights and endless depositions — it can be told. Litigation leaves
traces, and we can follow these, and in them find voices, speaking
from another age. The book that follows takes as its structure a series
of quarrels which took place at, or about, the Theatre. These were
over who owned it and who stood to profit from it; about the ways
that it promised to change the world, and about whether it should
exist at all. What they share is that each was as much a quarrel over
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the idea of the playhouse as it was about the building itself. All were
fighting over a dream, or a far-off mountain turned to clouds.

The playhouse is long gone. Its foundations sit beneath a property
agent’s office and a clothing designer’s workshop in Shoreditch, two
metres below street level, preserved under a sandwich of geotextile
and iron-free sand. Its timbers were long ago transported elsewhere
and their fate will be part of the story. The actors have vanished. It is
sometimes said that great art is permanent but the beauty of stage
performance is that it is lost to the wind and to the air. We have thou-
sands of Shakespeare’s words but none in his own voice. But the
Burbages were garrulous and they were litigious. We have their claims,
boasts, depositions, complaints. Because they were dreamers, what
they said can never be easily separated from what they did. The stories
they told were sometimes as true and powerful as the buildings they
built. And inside all the stories they told was an idea about firstness
and the rights that come from being there at the very beginning.
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In the first week of June 1576 a carpenter brought a complaint
against one of his brothers in the trade. Robert Burbage had paid
Henry Lugg to finish the windows of a house on Whitecross Street
in Cripplegate, just outside the City walls. But Henry had failed to
do so. Robert came to the grand hall of the Worshipful Company
of Carpenters, in All Hallows by London Wall, to ask for help in
resolving the trouble. Henry Lugg was from a good carpenter family.
His father had been a warden of the company and retired with a
company pension; he had bound his own son George as an appren-
tice. While Henry was a year or two older than Robert, the two men
had both completed their training only a few months earlier, and
each had bound their first apprentice on the same day, 10 April 1576.
These were busy years for London’s carpenters, and there was plenty
of work. A small trade-off such as this, when one carpenter paid
another on the side to cover the last days of a job, was commonplace.
But Robert’s complaint was recorded in the minutes books kept by
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the company, and Lugg promptly promised to complete the work
within three weeks.

This small irritation was scarcely worth the complaint but Robert
was, it seems, quick to take offence. A year later, in the heat of the
summer of 1577, Robert would get into trouble again. That July he
and another carpenter, named Thomas Arthur, came to blows. Both
were summoned to company hall and ordered to keep the peace. This
was not the end of it. The following month, Robert was disciplined
again, this time for insulting the other man’s wife, and fined six
shillings and eight pence — two weeks’ wages — to be paid within a
month. ‘It was ordered for final end to be had between them,’ runs
the slightly weary minute in the court ledger. Robert paid the fine.

In Elizabethan England the trades were regulated by institutions
known as livery companies, and the men of the Worshipful Company
of Carpenters worked on large wooden structures. London’s popula-
tion was doubling every fifty years, driven by poor harvests in the
countryside and the promise of employment in the city. This in turn
caused a housing boom, and this is the main work of the carpenters:
building timber-frame tenements, extending older dwellings. These
were good years to be a carpenter. By the end of the century the
company had 300 freemen, who had completed their apprenticeships
and were on their way to becoming masters of the trade. The carpen-
ters loved to feast. At the company hall in All Hallows by London
Wall they celebrated the election of a new Lord Mayor, a saint’s
day, each quarter of the year. These are itemised in the company
ledgers under the heading ‘dinner days’. Here are payments for twenty
rabbits, a dozen geese, plenty of beef, a swan. There are sauces — eggs,
sugar, gallons of cream — and spices: cloves, saffron, ginger. This is
men’s food: richly spiced, served with mustard and claret and ale and
sack from the King’s Head. There are payments for a preacher, a
butler and someone to carve the roast meat; the butler is paid double
the preacher. At the feast of the Purification of St Mary, on 2 February
1575 — also known as Candlemas — there are orders for thirteen joints
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of mutton, one and a half lambs, twenty-four hens, three capons;
butter, candles, salt, parsley, pepper, oranges; vinegar and verjuice, the
bitter juice of crab apples, a condiment; and twelve pence to the
cooks, and twelve pence for the washing up.

Sometimes they fought and sometimes they feasted and all this is
recorded in the ledgers of the company. Here each step in a carpen-
ter’s career is noted. He is bound to his apprenticeship; he is made free
upon its completion; he binds an apprentice of his own. In this way
the company ledgers give the pattern of a working life. At Candlemas
1566 one ‘Robert Burbiges’was bound as apprentice for seven years to
the master Robert Child. The ledger does not note this, but he was
younger brother to James Burbage.

We often imagine apprentices as thin boys of fifteen or sixteen
but according to statute a man could not complete his apprenticeship
before he was twenty-four, and an apprenticeship tended to run seven
years. Carpentry was unusual as the work, involving heavy timbers,
demanded a man’s broad shoulders, so apprentice carpenters often
began later than those in other trades. Perhaps Robert was eighteen
or nineteen when he was bound. On 20 January 1573 he completed
his apprenticeship under Agnes Child, widow to the master carpenter.
The Childs were a company family. They went on putting their sons
into the trade long into the seventeenth century, and it was common
for a widow to take over her husband’s apprentices. It was common,
too, for a rising apprentice to marry his master’s widow, but this was
not what happened to Robert. Instead, he finished out the proper
term of his apprenticeship and earned what is termed his ‘freedom’.
He could now call himself citizen and vote in elections for the Lord
Mayor. Soon he would have the right to set up a shop and to bind
apprentices of his own. But first, Agnes had to pay a small fee to enrol
him in the Worshipful Company, and she did so in the early summer.

In]June 1573 Robert attended a celebratory breakfast at Carpenters’
Hall. This had been the home of the carpenters since the fifteenth
century but in the previous year — in another sign of the company’s
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rising fortunes — it had been redecorated. There were new bay
windows in the main hall and a new frieze of wide wall paintings to
celebrate the holy trade of carpentry. Here is Noah building his ark,
and here is Joseph at his carpenter’s bench, and between the saints
are portraits of bearded men in the black caps and fur-trimmed
gowns of ceremonial livery. With the old masters looking down upon
them Robert and six other newly made men feasted upon ‘chickens
boiled in White broth Roasted beef geese capon and custard’.

Now Robert vanishes from the records for almost three years.
This need not alarm us. The regulations of the company were made
official only in 1607, but before this there were unwritten conven-
tions and one of these held that upon completing his apprenticeship
a carpenter should wait three years before binding an apprentice of
his own. This was a sensible precaution, for without it an apprentice
might be bound to a master only a year or two older. For those three
years, the junior carpenter worked as a journeyman, often within the
shop of the family with whom he had apprenticed. Perhaps Robert
returned to the Childs, or perhaps he left London to work as what
was known as a ‘foreigner’, a craftsman who practised outside the
City. Carpenters who had earned their freedom had to enrol with the
company at the Guildhall within a year and a day of being made free,
and if Robert was in this time working as a foreigner this explains
the slight delay between his freedom and the celebratory breakfast.

Perhaps: once we step away from the confidence of the company
records we tumble into a chain of maybes, a narrative whose rhythm
is conditional and whose methods are speculation. This is simply the
cost of telling a story of 400 years ago. But some guesswork is more
informed than other. The name Burbage is scattered through the
company ledgers. On the same day that Robert was bound as an
apprentice another young man, Lawrence Burbage, began an appren-
ticeship of his own. Lawrence was sixteen and from the parish of St
Stephen’s Coleman Street, just to the east of the Guildhall. This is
the same parish in which James and Robert grew up: they must have
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been cousins, and they make up the London branch of the Burbage
family. There were other branches of the family in Kent and, possibly,
Hertfordshire, and another branch of the family remained in
Northamptonshire. Perhaps Robert, newly trained, went to work
with them there. This would, again, be common: a journeyman
honing his skills and earning some money outside the capital. When
he returned to London he brought a young cousin or nephew with
him. On 10 April 1576 Robert resurfaces in the company records.
On this day, the ledger records, he bound one Henry Burbage as his
first apprentice. Henry was twenty-three years old and the son of a
carpenter from the parish of St Katherine in Northamptonshire.

The Burbage brothers, James and Robert, were not native
Londoners. We do not know exactly when they were born, or where,
or when they arrived in the City. James was married there in April
1559; Robert, perhaps a decade younger than him, was there by 1566,
when he began to train as a carpenter. We have no records of James’s
early years. In later legal depositions, and when he wishes to appear an
honest hardworking man, James sometimes introduced himself as ‘a
joiner’. Joinery shares with carpentry its raw material — wood — but
joiners tended to work on smaller, decorative wooden objects and
fittings. It was common for the sons of joiners to become carpenters,
and vice versa. James Burbage, son of a family of carpenters, might well
have begun by training as a joiner. But he quitted it soon. No trace of
his apprenticeship has ever been found, and he never describes himself
as ‘citizen’. This means that he never completed his apprenticeship.
Instead of arduous years of service, he ran away with the players, for his
name appears in the accounts of a touring company under the patronage
of the Earl of Leicester in the mid-1560s. While one Burbage brother
was finishing out the slow years of a London apprenticeship, the other
joined a touring troupe, in the livery of an aristocratic patron, playing
grand houses and makeshift town hall stages. By the middle of the
1570s this was beginning to feel like the old world, and James Burbage
was restless. The world was turning towards London.
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In the second week of April 1576, just as Robert was newly free to
set up his own shop as a carpenter and to take on apprentices, his
brother James signed the lease on a patch of land in Shoreditch. James
had a dream; Robert had the training to build it and access to a pool of
cheap and willing labour. This suggests a longer scheme. The Burbage
brothers, the carpenter and the travelling player, realised the value of a
permanent playhouse. Their realisation was a decade in the making,
and it grew out of the combination of their experiences. Perhaps one
brother prompted the other; perhaps each saw the chance. A young
man from a family of carpenters became a player but his thoughts soon
returned to wooden structures, and to his brother. Deep inside this
history is a simple wish to return to the family business.

We have the building of a playhouse and the holy quarrelling broth-
erhood of the Worshipful Company of Carpenters. Beneath each are
the ties of family. The Burbage brothers were of a common character.
They were hard-working, quick-tempered. Robert was a company
man sometimes at odds with the company; a family man whose ties to
the trade sometimes drew him to and sometimes drew him from his
fraternity of carpenters. This is why, in 1576 and early 1577, he kept
getting into trouble. He was hard at work but that work was not wholly
orthodox company business. This year Robert was distracted enough
with a sideline that he sub-contracted his regular carpentry jobs to
others to finish. He kept this other project off the company books, but
it is perhaps not too much of a step to conclude that the Burbage
brothers were at work together on building their playhouse.

Cuthbert claimed that the Burbages were first: he boasted that his
father James was the first builder of playhouses. But they did not
create the idea of professional playing in London. From the late
1560s, fencing matches known as ‘prizes’ were played at a handful of
inns in the city, and from about 1575 their open stages, standing in
the inn yards, were used for commercial dramatic performances.
There were interludes at the Bel Savage close to Ludgate in 1575,
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and at the Bell on Gracious or Gracechurch Street a year or two later.
Bylate 1576 aroom in the old friary of Blackfriars had been converted
for stage performances and that year work was underway on the
construction of another playhouse at Newington Butts, a street by
the Elephant and Castle. Each of these was a temporary structure, or
the conversion of an older building — inns, an old friars’ hall — but
what they shared was a new sense of opportunity. Over the past
fifteen years, historians have uncovered many traces of early theat-
rical activity. The records of these other early playing spaces are frag-
ments and shards: single mentions in a sermon or legal minute; an
ambiguous phrase in the prefatory poem of a polemic; a joke in an
Italian—English phrasebook. But they testify to the communal dream
of a new industry, emerging in London.

One specific early playhouse stands before the history of the
Theatre. This playhouse ties together our protagonists James Burbage
and John Brayne, and it suggests both the Theatre’s particularity and
its innovation. In 1567 Brayne paid for the construction of a stage and
scaffolds to seat spectators in the yard next to a farmhouse called the
Red Lion in Stepney, a mile east of the City walls. We know this
because Brayne soon fell into trouble. On 15 July 1567, Brayne made a
formal complaint to the wardens of the Carpenters’ Company. He had
hired a carpenter named William Sylvester to build him a set of scaf-
folds, but the workmanship, he complained, had been no good. The
company sent four carpenters to inspect the work, and ordered that
Sylvester should make repairs, and that Brayne should pay for them.
Brayne then followed with a second suit, against another carpenter,
this one named John Reynolds, complaining of the same faulty scaf-
folds. When summoned to the company court, Reynolds objected that
he had completed exactly the work that Brayne had hired him to do.

The Red Lion has a tantalising, almost invisible history: we do
not know whether a performance ever took place here. It suggests
that Brayne was, like James Burbage, a long-time speculator, and saw
the same wave of opportunity. But Brayne was in the wrong trade: he
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was a member of the Company of Grocers. Burbage, by contrast, was
connected to the Carpenters’ Company through his brother and his
cousins. He knew therefore that the way to build a lasting playhouse
was not to sue the carpenters and their company, or berate them for
their labours, but instead to keep them close.

The first step was the foundations. London sits on clay deposits,
overlaid here in the north-east with brickearth, which is good for
making bricks, and gravel. Like the clay, brickearth does not make
for a sure footing as it shifts and collapses when wet and Shoreditch
was marshy; the site that Burbage had leased was ringed with ditches
and named after an old well. To begin, a small team of day labourers
dug wide trenches. Perhaps Oliver Tylte, the twenty-four-year-old
tenant in the Great Barn, worked among them. The trenches traced
a loose circle, and into them the labourers threw scraps of stone and
rubble. There was old stuff lying on the site, and they used what was
to hand. Later, archaeologists would find fragments of decorative
tiles from the abandoned priory in these trenches, and chips of
Roman brick. The rubble layer was compacted into a solid base, and
wooden piles were secured into it, forming a polygon of fourteen
sides. The piles are solid elm, a little over a foot wide, and onto these
were built brick plinths. A low brick wall in turn connected the piles
and on top were laid groundsills, horizontal sleeper beams. The
bricks were made locally, either in a kiln on the site or in the open
fields immediately to the east. Out of the mud a clear outline
emerged: a circle about as wide as a tennis court is long. This was
filled with a single layer of bricks, mortared together, to protect the
timbers from rotting.

By signing the lease in the middle of April, Burbage had committed
himself to begin almost immediately. As he and his brother would
have known, digging is easier when the ground is wet but a stretch of
warmer, drier weather was needed to set the mortar. So they must
have begun the foundations soon after the lease was signed and tried
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to complete them by August 1576. Only then did they turn to the
next —and much more complex — task. The preparation and assembly
of the frame of the playhouse would take about six months. It was a
project of several discrete phases, each with a setting, skills and
workers of its own. This was specialist work, with a specialist vocab-
ulary, and it too followed a seasonal logic.

A playhouse is like a house but bigger, and in Elizabethan London
houses were built upon a timber frame. The timber came from trees
growing to the west of the city: the thick woods around Reading, and
the good oak forest at Sonning. Green, unseasoned timber is easier
to work with and a playhouse requires unusually shaped timbers,
which would need to be cut specially. The time to fell the timber is
the winter. In the spring, when Burbage signed the lease, the sap was
rising, so he had to wait until November. In the woods, sawyers
worked in teams of two, first felling then squaring the timbers over
saw-pits. They earned twenty-two pence per day for the pair. This
was a good wage, for skilled work.

Teams of donkeys brought the timbers to a saw yard close to the
river. The timbers come from the west of London because both the
woods are here and so is the river: the Thames, which runs right
into the City. Elizabethan carpenters apprenticed and feasted in the
City but did much of their work out in the west. Peter Street, who
would later be the most celebrated of playhouse builders, grew up in
London but was based near Windsor. Thomas Osborne, who would
later work for the Burbages, was from a family of Berkshire carpen-
ters. His cousins and uncles were in White Waltham, just west
of Maidenhead, and Risborough, a little to the north of the Chilterns.
The family sent their sons into London to train up with the company
and then they return. The timbers and the carpenters came from the
same place and made the same journey, upstream and down.

At the saw yard a bigger gang took over: perhaps thirty men for
this is precise work, needing many hands. This phase was known as
‘making’ or framing’. The rough squared timbers arrived in slightly
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uneven sizes, and were cut to shape: planed, then dressed, and jointed
at each end. The standard joint was the mortise and tenon. A hole or
mortise was cut into the end of one timber, which matched a tenon
at the tip of a second. A small and slightly offset hole was cut into
both mortise and tenon, so that the two might be secured with a
round oak peg which drew them tightly together.

Each timber was necessarily unique, for each had a specific place in
the final plan, and therefore what was constructed in the saw yard was
both a set of timbers and the web of their relationships. The instruc-
tions for the whole were marked, piece by piece, onto the individual
timbers. A carpenter marked each beam with a small gouge or chisel.
There was some variety in the marks, but they conformed to a general
set of rules, precisely so that a mark gouged into a timber by one
carpenter was then legible to another carpenter working elsewhere.
As the historian Irwin Smith explains, “The numbering system was
based upon Roman numerals, because straight lines are easier to incise
in wood than the curved lines of Arabic digits,’ and in addition there
was a further set of embellishments: a curve, or little loop, which
Smith calls a ‘non-numerical device’. He gives ten standard examples
of this carpenters’ language:

S T G I B S O A

Smith speculates that these might specify the section of the final
building to which each timber would belong. One carpenter spoke to
another in this secret language carved into wood, and in these simple
lines each timber might find its twin.

The framing took two months. Next, the timbers were sent by
barge downriver to the wharf belonging to the Carpenters’ Company
in the City. These oak timbers were vast and heavy. Their size made
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them distinctive. In August 1577, the company records note a fine of
four shillings and four pence owed by Robert Burbage ‘at the
Waterside for stuff not keeping scantling’. This curious phrase refers
to timbers cut outside the regulation sizes, or ‘scantling’. We cannot
know the exact date of the fine, for the accounts are kept only each
August, at the end of the financial year: perhaps it was from March
1577.But the delivery was clearly a substantial one. Thirty-one other
carpenters were fined for the same thing in the year up to August
1577, but their fines were two shillings or twenty pence, while
Robert’s — more than twice this — was the largest of the year. This
unusually large fine, for a delivery of unusually shaped timbers,
records the arrival of the skeleton of the playhouse in London.

It is tempting to imagine a single master builder: one man who
oversees all, whose labour orchestrates the playhouse into being. The
construction contracts for later playhouses do specify a master
carpenter, but these are later, and nowhere in the vast litigation
spawned by the Theatre is there any mention of such a heroic indi-
vidual. Rather, this was the work of many hands, men working in close
teams. In 2022, a new playhouse — called Shakespeare North — opened
in Prescot, near Liverpool. It was modelled upon an early seventeenth-
century theatre and followed the traditional methods of Elizabethan
timber-frame construction. Like its forefathers, it was framed in a saw
yard near Reading and the timbers were then transported to the site
tor assembly. It cost £30 million to build and 185 men worked on it in
temporary construction jobs. We might suppose that a hundred men
worked on Burbage’s playhouse in one role or another. And if we can
name only a handful — mainly those who later deposed either on
behalf of or against the Burbages — we can nonetheless feel their ties
to one another and to the unnamed others. The men who worked
for Burbage were close like a family and often were literally family
members. In the Company of Carpenters fathers bound their sons
as apprentices, and uncles bound their nephews. Brothers worked
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alongside brothers and cousins by cousins and in the company
ledgers the same names recur. Company work was collective, repeti-
tive, patterned.

In the spring of 1577 the oversized timbers arrived in the City.
These were loaded onto carts and taken up Bishopsgate to Shoreditch
where a new pool of men was needed to fit the pieces together and
to raise the frame. This spring, Burbage and Brayne hired a carpenter
named Brian Ellam. Ellam was a quiet figure, who has left for us a
cluster of brief appearances in the records of the Carpenters’
Company, a largely formulaic will and a taciturn deposition on behalf
of the Burbages. The traces are few but enough to suggest his char-
acter. At Candlemas 1561 he was bound as apprentice to a master
carpenter. He was a little old to do this, at twenty-six, but not impos-
sibly so, and eight years later he completed his apprenticeship and
was made free. Soon, he married — a widow, Katherine, who had a
son by a previous marriage — and they had another son. Plague would
take his wife and son but not yet, and in November 1572 Ellam
bound an apprentice of his own. In proper time he freed this appren-
tice and bound another and these were the rhythms of a carpenter’s
life in the late decades of sixteenth-century London. Ellam paid
his dues and with his company brothers contributed towards the
summertime musters of troops at Mile End and Greenwich. He
attended feast days and funerals. He never rose high in the company.

Ellam knew the Burbages well and he knew them long. Although
Robert was two or three years his senior at the company the two men
were likely the same age and they were close enough that when
Robert died in 1583 Ellam was named as executor of his will along-
side James Burbage. Here is one small knot of men: the Burbage
brothers and Brian Ellam. In February 1592 Ellam was called to
depose on behalf of the Burbages. It is worth quoting him at some
length and in an unmodernised transcription partly because he is so
direct and partly because he is so specific. He Remembreth,” he said,
and the clerk wrote it down:
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that the said Braine being partener (as he tooke him) with James
Burbage now one of the defendantes of & in the same premisses
payd this deponent for some work which this deponent did upon
the same premisses before he dyed the some of xl s, at-sondry-
tymres at the least xiiij yeres passed.

The key detail is simple: Brayne paid Ellam forty shillings (‘<1 s’) for
some work. First Ellam cannot remember when — at sundry times, he
suggests — but then, pressed by the transcribing clerk, he offers a date.
This was at least fourteen years ago, so in 1577.

A date, even a rough one, and a payment; a record of work
properly done: this is valuable, but the words that he uses and the
ways he pauses each enrich the story he is telling. This is how
Ellam describes Brayne: ‘Partner (as he took him).” The parentheses
indicate some doubt in the voice, as even while Brayne is doling out
payments the workmen on the site have reservations about him.
He is not one of them. He is a grocer among carpenters, a man from
a selling trade amongst men who work with their hands. And
Ellam is speaking specifically as a carpenter. It first appears, from his
deposition, that he worked upon the site generally, at some unde-
fined task. But he insists: Burbage and Brayne were partners in the
same premises, and Ellam worked upon these premises. He repeats
the word. ‘Premises’, explains the historian John Orrell in an
article about the construction of a later playhouse, is a specific term
‘meaning something like prefabricated parts’before the raising of the
frame. The premises are the pieces of the playhouse as they await
assembly, so Ellam was hired to work upon the framed, marked-up
timbers once they had arrived in Shoreditch. This makes sense: you
need a trained carpenter to interpret the marks upon the timber
frame. And although Ellam was possibly illiterate — he signs his
deposition with a mark, not his name — he could read the carpenters’
code, and therefore assemble the pieces of the frame into their proper
order.
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The carpenters had a vocabulary of their own. The next step was
to raise the frame, and this was called setting up or sometimes
‘rearing’, as if it were an animal or a child. The men worked quickly.
Each tenon fits its mortise and is bound by an offset peg. Around
the central yard was a gallery twelve feet deep for seating. Only once
the first gallery was in place did the carpenters begin upon the second
storey, for this allowed them to do without scaffolding: each level
gave a new floor upon which to stand to build the level above, and in
this way three storeys rose. These galleries ran around nine sides of
the polygon. The stage was tied into the five bays on the west side.
This ran a little over fifteen feet deep. The stage was three feet above
the level of the yard, where the audience would stand. A network of
laths was nailed to the timber frame. This in turn gave a structure to
hold the plaster. The pale plaster was made from lime, sand and hair
from the local tanners, and this filled in the skeleton, the flesh upon
its bones. The playhouse was perhaps thirty-five feet high, a little
taller than the local houses. The roof was tiled. The outside walls
were black and white.

Brian Ellam and Robert Burbage, free of the Worshipful Company
of Carpenters: sometimes we forget about the working men doing
their jobs. ‘Who built Thebes with its seven gates? asked Bertolt
Brecht in a poem written in 1935, while he was in Denmark on the
run from the Nazis: ‘Books say it was kings. / Did the kings hew and
haul the rock?” As the philosopher Michael Sandel argues, the
modern liberal world has tended to undervalue work — specifically
repetitive jobs that do not require a college degree — and to assume
that everyone’s aspiration is to rise beyond this. Preferring tales of
brilliant individuals, and celebrating meritocracy over drudgery, we
consider labour to be ‘no longer a source of social recognition’. This
has eroded society and damaged the common good. Sandel’s argu-
ment, ‘that work draws citizens together in a web of contribution and
mutual recognition’, is an ancient one. Aristotle insists that we
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flourish when we exercise our abilities, while a long American repub-
lican tradition holds that agriculture teaches citizens self-rule.

These were the values of the old livery companies of Elizabethan
London. The worshipful companies do still exist, but only as chari-
table and educational organisations, and mainly ceremonial, while if
their political and practical elements have been preserved at all, it is
only in the atrophied form of labour unions. This forgetting has a
political dimension, insists Sandel, but it also has a literary one,
suggests Brecht, and it is reflected in the ways in which Shakespeare
represents work and workers. There are a thousand speaking charac-
ters in Shakespeare’s plays. Seventy-eight are servants, the most
popular profession, and the second most popular profession is duke,
with fifty. If we exclude generic positions — soldier, king, priest,
servant, duke — there are about eighty characters with recognisable,
specific jobs. They are schoolmasters, shepherds and sex workers;
gravediggers and gardeners and grooms. It is rare to have a job in
Shakespeare and even rarer to have a real job, one that might have
made you a living in Elizabethan London. In Shakespeare, you are
almost as likely to be a duke as a servant. You are as likely to be a poet
as a weaver or carpenter.

It is rarer still to have both a name and a job. Only forty-five char-
acters do. There are Constable Fang and Constable Dull; Angelo the
goldsmith and Abhorson the executioner; and even these are only
halfway to real names, as they tend to approach a pun. Of these,
seventeen have a first name, a last name and a job: Hugh Oatcake,
of the watch; Nell Quickly, hostess. And of these seventeen, eight
appear in either Romeo and Juliet or A Midsummer Night’s Dream.
Three are those wedding musicians. In the first printed version of the
play, likely set from Shakespeare’s manuscript, Peter addresses the
three as Simon Catling, Hugh Rebeck and James Soundpost, and
he may well be joking. Soundpost is a comic name for a musician; a
‘catling’is a lute string and a ‘rebeck’is a fiddle. The remaining five all
appear in A4 Midsummer Night's Dream.
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These five are the working men gathered to rehearse and then
perform before the Duke. Their full names and professions: Nick
Bottom, weaver; Robin Starveling, tailor; Francis Flute the bellows-
mender; Tom Snout the tinker. We are only told that the fifth, Peter
Quince, is a carpenter in a stage direction. The last of the troupe is
Snug the joiner, and he is the only one without a first name, but he
has another distinction. He is the only joiner to appear in Shakespeare.

First name, last name, job: it looks like three parts but perhaps
there are only two. Or, more precisely, perhaps the last name melts
into the job. Since the nineteenth century, editors have noted that
Bottom takes his name from the core upon which a weaver winds his
thread, that Flute is suitable for one who mends instruments, that a
Quince is a carpenter’s wedge and that a tinker might well mend the
snout of a kettle.

This looks like childish fooling: like the characters from children’s
stories, Miss Jump the Jockey, Rosie the Riveter, Postman Pat. But it
returns us to the world of work in late Elizabethan London. A man’s
name might be his trade and both might express his identity. Brian
Ellam, who built the Theatre, signed a deposition in 1591 with a
careful flourish:

It looks something like an A, or a K, and a cross, but it is more precise
and more common. A very similar sign-mark appears elsewhere in
the records and account books of the Carpenters’ Company, signed
by individual carpenters against a payment or a fine. This was a
signature for carpenters, and its shape was not accidental. The coat of
arms of the Carpenters’ Company is:
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Here are three compasses, for measuring the cut into a beam needed
to keep it flush, and a chevron or rafter, which holds up the roof.
Ellam handles these daily. These were the tools of his job and the
materials of his trade.

It was common for working men to sign their names with a sign-
mark and it does not necessarily indicate illiteracy. Other workmen
on the Theatre signed in this way. Thomas Bromfield laid bricks for
Burbage in the early 1580s and he signed his depositions with a

simple figure:

This is a masonry tool known as a framing square: a right angle
which helps to keep the corners clean. Used by carpenters as well as
bricklayers, this is a familiar tool on a building site: picked up each
day, often in your hand. Choosing to sign with a sign-mark instead
of another signature — your initials, for example — is to choose one
form of identity over another. Your first name likely came from your
godparents; your family name was inherited from your father. The
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tools of your trade, or the crest of your company, are a kind of crafts-
man’s heraldry.

By May 1577, the Theatre was at last close to ready. It was more or
less round, three storeys, and a single main door led into the yard for
the standing audience. The stage was on the west side so that if you
were before it at playtime you looked into the afternoon sun. What
it needed was a performance.

The carpenters called the final phase of construction the ‘finishing’.
This included the last small tasks: plaster smoothed into place, wood-
work made flush to its corners and any ornamental work. The final
set of payments to the workers waited upon their completion. But
Burbage and Brayne had spent Brayne’s capital investment and were
rapidly running out of money. A lively anecdote about this moment
comes from the later testimony of a goldsmith named Robert Myles.
‘In the latter end of the finishing,” he reported, ‘the said Brayne and
his wife the now complainant were driven to labour in the said works
for some of the charge of ii labourers.”It is a comic scene: the grocer
turned labourer, and his wife carrying bricks, fair hands hauling the
heavy timbers. But it is also a story about shame, and a fall from one
role to another, from investor to workman, and his wife forced to do
a man’s work.

It is unthinkable that Brayne and his wife should really have done
any heavy labour, partly because they were not trained to. But anec-
dotes such as this are scenes in a longer play. Each contributes to the
wider meanings of the construction, how it felt to those who built it,
paid for it, watched on. What they point to is a feeling of rush and
improvisation, just at the edge of a crisis. By the late spring of 1577,
Burbage and Brayne had been in possession of the site for more than
a year. They had been in possession of something that looks like a
complete playhouse for perhaps three months. And they were going
broke. The only way to make income from a playhouse is to sell tickets
to a play in it. So, as soon as the stage was ready, and the galleries in
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place, Burbage invited a playing company to perform. This desperate
and circular act — showing plays in an unfinished playhouse in order
to raise the money needed to finish the playhouse — was described in
one later deposition by another carpenter. ‘It was the money and
goods of the said Brayne that set up & finished the same,’a carpenter
named John Griggs deposed in 1592: ‘with the help of the profits
that grew by plays used there before it was fully finished.’

It is an evocative image of the terrible circularity of money worry.
Burbage had promised Brayne that the playhouse would cost £200.
Griggs, in his later deposition, reported that Brayne gave Burbage
‘the sum of one thousand marks at least’ towards the building of the
playhouse. A thousand marks is £666, and this sum corresponds with
another later estimate given by Brayne’s widow Margaret, who
claimed that she and her husband had invested £600. The historian
William Ingram notes that in the 1590s it was commonly accepted
that a playhouse cost a thousand marks to build. But in 1576, nobody
knew this yet, so the sense of crisis and scandal may be simply
explained: it cost three times the estimate.

The depositions give away more than they seem to. If they are
scenes in a play it is a turbulent one, filled with deceptions, rival tell-
ings, disguise and subterfuge. Sometimes it is a farce and sometimes
a courtroom drama, and sometimes that drama lies in the details.
John Griggs, who deposed in 1592, first appears in the records of
the Carpenters’ Company on the feast of All Saints — 1 November
— 1573. He was twenty-one years old, the son of a deceased butcher
and citizen of London, and he was bound for seven years as appren-
tice to a master carpenter. Five years later, in 1578, he was made free.
His apprenticeship was quicker than the standard term because he
was the son of a citizen, so he could claim his own freedom by what
was known as patrimony, the right handed down from father to son
even if the son was not in the same trade.

The details tell a story; the variations show a life, a character. After

the brawling Burbages and steadier Ellam, Griggs was a little hasty.
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He was a social climber, a true rising man. He was familiar enough
with what happened on the site in Shoreditch during the building of
the playhouse to be able to describe it in detail a decade and a half
later. He knew the Braynes particularly well, and his depositions
offer oddly intimate testimony, as if from inside John Brayne’s head.
Griggs knew, he deposed, of Brayne’s own hopes and fears, his
longing for ‘the great wealth that should rise unto him’, and how he
‘wholly employed all he could towards the said Building and setting
forth the same to his own utter undoing at last’. Griggs is a minor
puzzle in this history. In 1577 he was, we may assume, a junior
carpenter on the build. After 1580 he vanishes from the records of
the Carpenters’ Company, and indeed from all records until 1587,
when his name surfaces on a document with considerable impor-
tance for theatre history. In a contract between a financial backer and
a theatre owner and rival to the Burbages named Philip Henslowe,
who intended to build a new playhouse called the Rose, John Griggs
was master carpenter for the project. In 1587, Griggs was considered
a skilled playhouse builder. He had to have learned this somewhere,
and it seems almost too obvious that he must have learned it working
tor Burbage and Brayne, a decade earlier. But in the 1592 deposition,
Griggs was asked directly what he knew of the construction of the
playhouse. Griggs replied that he knew nothing. His formulaic
answer, as transcribed in the deposition — “To the 7. that he is igno-
rant’— implies that he did not even deign to say the words. Perhaps
he simply shrugged.

A man who has made his fortune and name in the building
of playhouses testifies that playhouses are a place of moral ruin. A
carpenter whose greatest skill lies in the construction of playhouses
claims he has no interest in the construction of the first permanent
playhouse. A man tells a deeply intimate story, as if he were inside
the heads of its protagonists, and yet also presents himself as coolly,
morally above any such world. Stories such as these — stories about

the building of the playhouse — are also part of the building of the
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playhouse. So let us tell a story of our own. The Burbage brothers
know Brian Ellam, and bring him onto the job; and Brayne, the
other backer, invites a carpenter of his own, someone known to him,
someone loyal to him. John Griggs comes to work on the site, and
here he begins to learn the skills of playhouse making, but soon he
falls out with the Burbages. The fight is violent enough that Griggs
will testify against them fifteen years later. The cause, we may guess,
is money. Griggs is not paid, and he — like everyone else — blames
Burbage. This is how the playhouse was finished: with another
quarrel, a bad debt and a man walking off the job.
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The Preachers

From the raised outdoor pulpit known as Paul’s Cross,on 3 November
1577, a preacher picked a fight with the playhouses. Beneath him,
sitting on benches, and on foot behind them, a crowd watched. This
was perhaps the most important pulpit in the kingdom: a small,
elevated stage with a roof, standing outdoors and hard by the high
buttresses of the medieval cathedral of St Paul’s. There was space
here in the wide churchyard for 4,000 Londoners to gather and listen
to fiery sermons, flights of preacherly denunciation. This Sunday we
might guess there was a strong but smaller crowd, perhaps 500 or
tewer. Thomas White, the vicar of one of the City churches, was
giving the sermon. He was a regular at Paul’s Cross, and a popular
preacher; but it was November, and the autumn was turning to an
unusually cold winter. White’s text for the day was from the book of
Zephaniah, on the ‘abominable, filthy, and cruel city’ of Jerusalem.
But this is London, he told the watching crowd, filled with luxury
and riot, ‘games and plays, banquetings and surfeitings’. White was
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standing in the shadow of the cathedral, right in the heart of the City,
but he asked his audience to cast their minds elsewhere, a little away
from God. ‘Behold the sumptuous Theatre houses, he commands, ‘a
continual monument of London’s prodigality and folly.” Here, he
insists, ‘the old world is matched, and Sodom overcome, for more
horrible enormities’, and warming up he builds to a nightmare vision.
‘If thou be a father, thou losest thy child: if thou be a master, thou
losest thy servant,” he goes on, ‘and thou be what thou canst be, thou
losest thy self that hauntest those schools of vice, dens of Thieves, &
Theatres of all lewdness.” The playhouse is a sink of sin where a man
may vanish and society dissolve its bonds as into a dream.

For White, London is Jerusalem, and Sodom, and the playhouse
is a den, a school. The sermon’s quarrel is born of closeness, and the
horror at how one thing may melt into another. Beneath it is an
inevitable analogy. White hates the playhouses and yet he is a speaker
upon a raised stage, and he invited the crowd to imagine themselves
as at another spectacle. ‘Look but upon the common plays,” White
instructs his pious audience: ‘and see the multitude that flocketh to
them.” One multitude is good: those gathered for the sermon.
Another multitude is bad: those gathered in a playhouse. And now,
in a twist, White reveals that only one of these multitudes can be real.
For, as he points out in the next breath, the playhouses are currently
closed. T understand they are now forbidden because of the plague,’
he notes, cattily: ‘I like the policy if it holds still.’

There had been no playing in London all summer. In July, the
Lord Mayor had forbidden performances at inns within the City.
This was a customary precaution, for the beginning of the summer
was also the start of plague season: both fleas and the bacteria they
carry flourish in the warmth. Even without a full understanding of
the epidemiology, one could observe that large crowds in confined
spaces such as inn yards invited the spread of disease. Sermon audi-
ences, however, were held to be immune: for, as White observes, “The
cause of plagues is sin, if you look to it well: and the cause of sin are
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plays: therefore the cause of plagues are plays.” The Lord Mayor’s
power only reached as far as the City walls and not out into Shoreditch,
but on 1 August the Privy Council — who did have authority over
playing in the suburbs — followed. ‘For the avoiding of the sickness
likely to happen through the heat of the weather and assemblies of
people of London to plays, they ordered, ‘the Theatre and such like
shall forbear any more to play until Michaelmas be past at the least.’

This brief note, preserved in a minute kept at a Privy Council
meeting, is the first recorded mention of Burbage and Brayne’s play-
house being open for performances. It gives us a confident, if broad,
date. There must have been plays on the stage here by the beginning
of July 1577, and it could not have opened much before the end of
June. This was an ill-advised, inauspicious time to open. The summer
rising, and with it the risk of plague: that Burbage and Brayne chose
to launch then is a sign of their desperation. It was short-sighted, and
within a couple of weeks of launching the Privy Council ordered
them to close for at least a couple of months, until Michaelmas, at
the end of September. The playhouse remained dark for longer for, as
the sermon notes, it was still inactive at the start of November. This
must have been a terrible blow for Burbage and Brayne.

The Privy Council minute is also the first recorded mention of the
name of their new playhouse: the Theatre. The name is a riddle and a
boast. It is slightly overstuffed; inside it several meanings jostle. It is an
ancient word. English speakers had been using ‘theatre’ to refer to a
space for dramatic performance for as long as there had been a recog-
nisable English language, and it descends from the Latin theatrum,
and in turn from the Greek. Its etymology lies in the joining of two
parts: the Greek #Aéi, which means spectacle, sight or performance,
and the suffix -#7on, which is commonly used for instruments or tools.
Theatre was — as it still is in modern English — both a noun for a place
and an activity one does, and observes, in that place. In sixteenth-
century England the word appeared occasionally on the title pages of
illustrated books, such as atlases, in which something was shown.
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The lease signed by Burbage in April 1576 referred to his plan to
build ‘a Theater or playing place’. The capitalisation of nouns in this
period was a slippery business, and it is tempting to make much
of — and find little in — the word’s variable ending, ‘-re’ or ‘-er’, the
latter preserved in American usage. This overlooks the real work the
word is doing. In laying claim to a whole artform, the name for this
playhouse is performing what literary critics call metonymy. We take
‘the Crown’ to refer to the monarchy and ‘Westminster’ to refer to
parliamentary government. Broadway, Hollywood, Silicon Valley:
places that stand also for industries and aspirations. We cannot know
this for sure, but it is in character for the boastful Burbage to have
dreamed up the name himself. It looks so humble. It is not, and this
surely was the point. Burbage chose the name because it was bold.

In 1576 and 1577, as Burbage and Brayne were dreaming of build-
ings rising and the preachers were worrying that they would lead us
to fall, London’s greatest antiquarian was thinking about what was
left in the ground beneath his feet. To research his Survey of London,
which covered nothing less than the history of the whole of the city
— its rivers and myths, monuments and churches, parish by parish —
John Stow read every document he could. But he also walked the
streets and wrote down what he saw. His Survey is a strange book as
it moves slightly too easily between the present and the past. In 1576,
as he recounts, Stow heard of an unlikely thing. A large field to the
east of Bishopsgate was being dug up for clay to make bricks to build
new houses in Shoreditch. It is likely those same bricks went into the
foundations of the Theatre. The field used to be called Lolesworth,
noted Stow, but now it was named Spittle field after the old priory of
St Mary Spital. In this London everything had a name which could
change in a moment. Here in the clay and brickearth, uncovered by
the workmen, ‘many earthen pots called Vrnae, were found full of
Ashes, and burnt bones of men, to wit, of the Romans that inhabited
here’. The ancient Roman cemeteries tended to be built outside the
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city walls, and by main roads, so Shoreditch was the perfect setting
for one.

Stow’s account begins soberly, with the calm poise of a historian or
anthropologist, but soon this gives way. For having heard of the Roman
urns he went out to see them. Stow had been born and raised within the
City walls and he walked north through the City gates. He was tracing
the route of the old Roman road known as Ermine Street, which lay
beneath and gave its shape to Bishopsgate. He passed the inns for trav-
ellers, and weavers’ workshops, and the grand house known as Fisher’s
Folly, and then on his right the walled artillery yard where gunners
practised their drills on Thursdays. Behind this and to the east stretched
Lolesworth Field. Here, poking out from the freshly turned earth, were
shards of white clay pots with long necks and curved handles. He sorted
through these and amongst them found others, what he later called
‘diverse vials and other fashioned Glasses, some most cunningly
wrought’. He admired them, how they held the light, and in some he
saw traces of clear liquid. He lifted one. He opened the stopper and
tasted it. It was a thousand years old and fresh as new spring water.

Even this was not enough for a man so hungry for history. He saw
cups and dishes of fine red clay, with Roman letters imprinted upon
the base, and he saw lamps, red and white, with figures wrought upon
them. One showed Pallas, he noted, the old Greek epithet for Athena,
and he measured her against the span of his own hand. She was as
wide as his thumb and little finger. Now something else caught his
eye. It was a white pot, no larger than a small wine glass, in the shape
of a hare. The pot stood lifelike upon folded legs and at the head,
between the hare’s ears, was the opening. I like this, he thought. I
want this. He placed it gently inside his bag.

Recent historians agree that Stow was a religious conservative, and
his Survey notably ignores much of what we value most from
Elizabethan London. He famously had nothing to say about the play-
houses, for these were new, and Stow’s great subject was that which
had been lost, not that which was arising. The best account modern
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historians have of sixteenth-century London was therefore written by
a man who hated and feared much of what he saw. But this misses one
key strand of his sense of the past: how he was a little turned on by its
thrilling closeness. Elsewhere in the overturned field were other finds.
There were stone coffins, blockier than the fine Roman urns, and
within their rubble skulls and bones sat loosely, and amongst these
remains were huge iron nails, each the width of a man’s finger and a
quarter of a yard long. Soon word of these marvellous grisly finds
spread and a crowd of onlookers gathered. “Those nails were more
wondered at than the rest of things there found,” Stow recounts, ‘and
many opinions of men were uttered of them, namely that the men
there buried were murdered by driving those nails into their heads.’It
is irresistible to fantasise about the violence of the past but for Stow
the savagery goes on into the present and his response was pragmatic.
These fantasies, offered by the scandalised onlookers, were ‘a thing
unlikely’, he notes, for the simple reason that ‘a smaller nail would
more aptly serve so bad a purpose, and a more secret place would
lightly [likely] be employed for their burial. Nonetheless, it was a
good trophy, and he asked one of the workmen to fetch a handful of
the nails for him, as he wished to take those home with him.

London in 1576 and 1577 was digging itself up, picking up the
pieces and holding them up to see how they caught the light. New
creation often involves disturbing the past.In 1995, when the swirling
glass skyscraper known popularly as ‘the Gherkin' was being
constructed in the City of London, the workmen uncovered a Roman
grave. In it was the skeleton of a girl, lying on her back, with her arms
crossed over her chest. Once the new skyscraper was completed, she
was reburied, and she lies there still.

One founding irony of the Theatre is that it was built on holy ground.
The site that Burbage leased from Giles Allen was a portion of the
medieval Augustinian nunnery precinct of St John the Baptist,
Holywell. It was named after a spring just to the north which was the
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source of the Walbrook, one of London’s lost rivers. The Romans had
dammed the Walbrook to try to keep their London drier, which
caused the site to be marshy. It was fitting for a nunnery dedicated to
St John the Baptist to stand in the waters. Holywell Priory was
founded here in the middle of the twelfth century. It was small. At
the dissolution of England’s old holy houses in 1539, fourteen nuns
resided here. But it was wealthy. An assessment carried out that year
recorded that the priory received an annual income of £300, derived
largely from the rents on properties in forty-one parishes which had
been bequeathed to it by pious citizens of London.

The priory comprised a cluster of buildings: a chapel, chapter
house, cemetery, workshops and storehouses. Its decoration reflected
its wealth. The church had a relief sculpture of red squirrels and ivy
carved in stone, with gold details. On the floor were glazed yellow,
green and brown tiles, imported from the Low Countries in the
fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, and in the nave locally made
decorative tiles. These were about eight inches square and laid in a
chequerboard fashion.

G
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Later archaeologists working on the foundations of the old priory
found pieces of luxurious Venetian glass, ringed with bands of cobalt,
white, turquoise. The greatest benefactor of the priory was Sir
Thomas Lovell. He had been treasurer to the household of Henry
VIII and built a two-storey mansion on the priory lands, along with
a chapel where he was buried in May 1524. At his funeral, fifty poor
men from the parish were paid to stand with torches in solemn
grieving. There was an aromatic herb garden: coriander, fennel,
parsley, rare peppers. There were orchards of fig, apple, plum and
sloe. Willows, which like the wet, grew across the grounds.

The old priory was dissolved on 10 October 1539, and the destruc-
tion began quickly. The land was gifted to a favoured courtier, while
the building materials — the stone, glass, timber and lead — were
reserved for the king. By April 1541 the lead from the church roof
had been stripped, melted down and used in repairs on Westminster
Hall. A series of what the archaeological survey calls ‘robber cuts’was
made into the walls of the church, and stone was carted away. The
wealthy landowning Rutland family, who were loosely related to
Lovell through the nephew of a nephew, kept one section of the site.
They took bricks from the old priory buildings and used them to
construct a new storehouse. The south wall of the church itself was
left standing, but only for convenience: it marked the boundary
between the Rutland and Allen properties.

By 1576, the old priory precinct — its orchards and its chapels, its
holy well — was a building site. What remained was broken. A spur
and buttress from the priory church stood until the middle of the
eighteenth century, and the great gate leading onto Holywell Lane
lasted until the end of that century. Dissolution is a gentle word for
a violent process. In 1883, during yet another renovation of the same
site, a large fragment of an effigy of a bishop, in Purbeck marble, was
found beneath a house on what is now New Inn Yard but which
stood right next to the Theatre. It had spent three centuries face-
down, used as a paving stone.
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At the Holywell site in 1576 and 1577 the new sat amongst frag-
ments of the recent holy past. One curious detail, mentioned in the
lease between Burbage and Allen, is that a tenant in one of the proper-
ties was the Bishop of Hereford, John Scory. He was a good reforming
bishop and a minor hero of the Reformation tumult of two generations
before. He had been chaplain to Thomas Cranmer, had fled to the
continent in a time of persecution and then returned once Elizabeth
was queen, and by the 1570s he was an elderly man living a quieter life
in a large house by the old priory. He died rich, in 1585, leaving £600
to charitable causes. His wife and son stayed nearby, for there is a
memorial to her in the parish church of St Leonard’s dating from 1592,
and when their son died in 1617 he was buried in the same church. For
a decade, then, one of James Burbage’s tenants was a bishop.

Just across Bishopsgate, and a short stroll south of the Holywell
precinct, was another former medieval priory. The Augustinian house
of St Mary Spital was, like the Holywell priory, no longer a religious
house, but it had continued after the Reformation as a hospital for
pregnant — or ‘lying-in’— women. At the north side of the priory yard
was an open-air pulpit and here each year, in the week following
Easter, a cycle of sermons was preached. These sermons — addressed
to a crowd of the aldermen of London, the City fathers in scarlet
capes, the children of Christ’s Hospital school in blue cloaks, seated
on benches — were intended to inspire charitable giving on behalf of
the hospital. Thomas Drant preached here on Tuesday of Easter
week in 1572. Tt is an hard persuasion to persuade against money, he
acknowledged, ‘and it is as much to some to depart from their money
to the poor, as to pull out their eyes and cast them away, or cut off
their legs and give them away.’ Our hearts are hard, in this rapacious
and money-minded London. I put you in remembrance of the
simplicities of the old world,” Drant continues, and returns his
audience to the gospel truths. “The possession of the kingdom of
heaven remaineth to those that harbour strangers,” he administered
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his hearers, splendid in their blues and reds, ‘and clothe the naked,
and do the like works of compassion.’

It is easy to smile at this good old thunder, so high and righteous. It
sets the pleasures of this world so strictly against the pieties of the next.
But as well as a popular Spital preacher, Drant was a richly literary man.
He translated Horace from the Latin and the I/iad from the Greek; he
wrote epigrams which were later praised and a handbook of the metre
of English poetry. As such, he was perhaps the perfect Spital preacher,
for one surprising motif of the Spital sermons is their adoption of the
imagery of their close neighbour, the Theatre. Here is the perfectly
named Dr Bliss, preaching at the Spital on Monday of Easter week
1588: ‘Our little life is justly compared to a stage, whereon there are
divers actors.’ This is a decade before Shakespeare wrote the famous
lines from As You Like It ‘All the world’s a stage, / And all the men and
women merely players’. And here is Dr Powell, preaching the following
day: ‘Come not you my beloved to the hearing of the word, as a man
would come to a play, account not the pulpit to be a stage, and the
preacher to be a stage player. The problem is that one might mix one
old priory with another and as through a half-closed eye see the preacher
as an actor, or the actor as a preacher, speaking the same phrases on a
raised stage in the north-eastern suburbs of London.

The preachers did not simply object to playing. There was a long
history of English church drama: plays that did good Christian work,
and set out moral teachings, or drew upon scenes from the Bible. The
tamous Corpus Christi cycle was still being performed in Coventry
as late as 1579. What the preachers hated was the commercialisation
of playing. The specific objection to paying the players echoes through
the sermons and advice manuals of the time. John Northbrook, in a
treatise blasting ‘Dicing, Dancing, vain Plays’ of 1577, insists that
giving money to players is ‘right prodigality, which is opposed to
liberality’. Preaching at Paul’s Cross in August, a headmaster named
John Stockwood was appalled at the earnings of stage players: ‘How
little policy it is so much money to be ill spent, which might be
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employed to better uses.” It became a cliché of sermons to quote a
remark by — or commonly attributed to — St Augustine, that pecunias
histrionibus dare, vitium est immane, non virtus (‘to give money to
players is a grievous sin, and no virtue’). This was new and prompted
by a particular economic relation: the penny paid, as the price of
admission, to see a play. And what crystallised that change was the
construction of a building whose rationale was precisely that exchange.
‘Until the building of the London theatres in 1576, notes the scholar
Edgar Fripp, ‘there was no antagonism between players and preachers.’

That antagonism was never single-minded. That the performance
of stage plays was specifically banned during the preaching of a Spital
sermon only confirms their proximity: geographical, as well as
thematic. The silver-tongued Thomas Playfere preached at the Spital
at Easter of 1595 and he warned against the delusions that draw us
away from the world before us. They can be so powerful. “Those
which will needs play the hobgoblins or the night-walking spirits (as
we call them) all the while they speak under a hollow vault, or leap
forth with an ugly vizard [mask] upon their face,” he said: ‘they are so
terrible that he which thinks himself a normal man may perhaps be
affrighted of them. But all that it takes to turn the fear to relief is for
one to step in and ‘pull the vizard from his face, then every boy laughs
him to scorn’. This is a perfect stage action, with a neat dramatic
twist: an actor playing a hobgoblin, costumed in a terrible mask, is
suddenly revealed to be no more than just another man.

To read the sermons of this age is often an uncanny experience.
There is the feeling that we are glimpsing at a lightly distorted
remove the words and plot of a Shakespeare play. These apparently
so different artforms will not keep apart. The only hobgoblin to
appear in Shakespeare is ‘that shrewd and knavish sprite / Called
Robin Goodfellow’ in 4 Midsummer Nights Dream. He has several
names: as one fairy notes, when he recognises the spirit, some
“hobgoblin” call you, and “sweet puck”’. Puck tricks and misbehaves.
He puts a mask — of an ass’s head — onto a man, and such masks were
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common props for the players. The Earl of Leicester’s Men had a
‘vizard for an ape’s face’; a few years later, the Admiral’s Men had
amongst their props eight visors, two lions” heads and ‘old Mahomet’s
head’. Puck is powerful, can fly around the world in forty minutes, and
he orchestrates the slapstick secondary plot-line of the play, in which
four young Athenians get lost in the woods and, drugged with a love
potion, trade and then trade again their lovers. This plot-line is perhaps
what the play is most known and celebrated for: a conjured world of
moonshine, mixed love and Bottom with the head or mask of an ass.

It has long been tempting to see Playfere as a source for Shakespeare.
When his Spital sermons were printed, they came with dedications to
Shakespeare’s patron and his wife, and it is certainly possible that
Shakespeare read them. But the shared language between Shakespeare
and the sermons suggests a different and deeper relation between these
apparently rivalrous artforms. Playfere and the preachers at the Spital
point us towards what people saw and loved at the Theatre. The stage
offered a counter-world, which was part of its attraction. Another
example, from a generation earlier: in the early 1570s a dour Swiss
Calvinist preached a series of sermons, and their texts were subse-
quently translated into English in 1596. He demanded ‘Whether
Sorcerers or Witches, Fairies or Spirits (call them by what name you
will) can raise any tempests, or bring down such hail as we oft see?’
He expected the answer, no, for the only force that can bring the hail is
God.This is the proper Calvinist worldview, and this is wholly orthodox;
and yet behind his preaching and so close that we might glimpse it just
beneath the mask are the sorcerer of The Tempest and the witches of
Macbeth and most of all the fairies and spirits of 4 Midsummer Night’s
Dream.‘Ill met by moonlight, proud Titania, says the fairy king Oberon,
when he meets his queen out in the woods. Somewhere deep inside
the DNA of a Shakespeare play is this gesture of recognition. We greet
an otherworld, bubbling like a lost river of London, bearing along
shards of the pagan, Roman, violent, holy past. This draws us still, and
if we wish to see it we must first pay our penny for admission.
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On 24 August 1578 John Stockwood preached at Paul’s Cross. He
was in a terrible mood. London, it seemed to him, was a swamp of
taverns, dice games and whoredom, and even worse than all this
rotten opportunity he was disgusted most with one particular house
of shame. ‘I know not how I might with the godly learned especially
more discommend the gorgeous Playing place erected in the fields,
than to term it, as they please to have it called, a Theatre, he scorns:
‘that is, even after the manner of the old heathenish Theatre at Rome,
a show place of all beastly & filthy matters.” It is as if the name is
what bothers him most, and he repeats: a Theatre, the Theatre.

The Theatre was, he insisted, ‘after the manner of the old
heathenish Theatre at Rome’,and he meant that its name was a flashy
foreign import, Latinate and licentious. He suggested that it had
some deep association with pagan temples but referred to something
entirely literal: the shape. The Theatre, that is, shares the round shape
of the old stone Roman amphitheatres, most famously the Colosseum
at Rome. This is obvious to us now, and perhaps it feels inevitable
that a playhouse should be round. But it was not inevitable in 1577.
That November, shortly after the ban on playing was lifted, a second
new playhouse opened in Shoreditch. It must have been constructed
during the summer closures, in expectation of the eventual reopening.
It sat upon a scrap of unused pasture immediately to the south of the
Theatre, close enough to be within earshot. The pasture was known
as the Curtain, named for the southern — or curtain — wall of the old
priory. Later, this area was called Curtain Close, and today it stands
by Curtain Road, and this new playhouse took the name of its setting:
the Curtain. It was first mentioned by name in a moralising treatise
which was entered into the Stationers’ register on 2 December 1577.
While the construction of the Curtain was clearly prompted by the
anticipated success of the Theatre, it took a different shape: a
rectangle, not a polygon. As such, it shared the outline of the tradi-
tional inn yards where players had long performed.
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This was like mushrooms, popping up overnight: where there was
one Shoreditch playhouse, almost immediately there were two. What
irked the preachers most was the popularity of the playhouses, and
this second playhouse was proof of precisely that: that playing would
go on, attracting more and more profit and greater and greater crowds.
‘Will not a filthy play, with the blast of a Trumpet,” Stockwood
demanded, ‘sooner call thither a thousand, than an hour’s tolling of a
Bell, bring to the sermon a hundred?’ Like White, he imagines the
playhouses by contrasting them with churches; unlike White,
Stockwood is preaching when the competition is open for business,
and here is the trouble. He is standing at Paul’s Cross but he is thinking
of the churches across the City. These proper houses of worship sit
half empty ‘whereas, if you resort to the Theatre, the Curtain, and
other places of Plays in the City, you shall on the Lord’s day have
these places, with many other that I can not reckon, so full, as possible
they can throng’. One playhouse turns to two and there are still more
to be imagined, more than he can reckon, and sick with numbers he
tallies up ‘the gain that is reaped of eight ordinary places in the City
which I know, by playing but once a week (whereas many times they
play twice and sometimes thrice) it amounteth to 2000 pounds by the
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year, the suffering of which waste must one day be answered before
God’. The purest moral scandal of all is reproduction, and the reck-
oning lies in the numbers of the crowds and something worse than
this: all the money flowing in.

We do not know how James Burbage felt about the construction
of a second playhouse in Shoreditch. On one level, here was a direct
rival, to split the takings. On another, here was a vindication of his
dream: of paying crowds and the income from them. What Burbage
had promised and what had tempted Brayne was what the preachers
feared. The sums Stockwood gives are wild. Two thousand pounds a
year was a princely income, a sum of kings in an age when the annual
salary for a trained carpenter might be £5 and a gentleman could live
well on £40. It was a vision of excess.

For the moralising Stockwood, all was multiplication, and terrify-
ingly too much. In his tetchy sermon he named the Theatre and the
Curtain, and added that there were eight playing places in the City.
‘Ordinary’ here suggests that these are places where food and drink
and served: so we may assume that these are inns. We know of only
four inn playhouses in the City that were active at this time: the Bel
Savage, the Bull, the Cross Keys and the Bell. There are traces of
others: Newington Butts, the Red Lion. But these were apparently
not active in 1577 and 1578, and were not in the City. It is possible
that Stockwood knew of others that are lost to us. It is equally
possible that for Stockwood four may as well be eight.

Even one is too many, and more a scandal. The only playing spaces
that Stockwood named were the Theatre and the Curtain, and these
were the only two purpose-built playhouses. The others were tempo-
rary, adapted structures, and a new building, for only this wicked
purpose, is a stronger danger. Burbage would have agreed. Even
preacherly infamy is further vindication of his founding dream.

By the summer of 1578 playing in London looked like wildfire:
marvellous, beautiful, shooting upwards; dangerous, seductive,
spreading. For some it was a moral panic and for others a business
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opportunity; either way it was one of the distinguishing marks of the
city. In 1578 a Frenchman named Louis de Grenade visited London,
and he kept notes on what he called the ‘singularities’, the unusual or
remarkable things he found. He liked London. He found it orderly
and welcoming, to foreigners and refugees, ringed with pleasant
green spaces. ‘As one leaves the city through the gate of the Moor, he
reported, giving a slightly awkward name to Moorgate: ‘one comes
into a fine and pleasant meadow, which on feast days is full of people
of every age and gender.’ There were some practising archery, and
others strolling. Grenade ambled north and a little east and found ‘At
the end of the meadow are two very fine theatres.” He uses the same
French word for both — ‘theatres’ — but one caught his eye: ‘one of
which is magnificent in comparison with the other and has an
imposing appearance on the outside. This theatre can hold from 4 to
5,000 people.’

This is a huge crowd, impossibly so. The archaeologist Heather
Knight has worked on the excavations of both the Theatre and the
Curtain, and she estimates that where the Theatre might hold 771
people, the Curtain has perhaps twice this capacity, with space for
1,421 audience members. Grenade does not give a name, but it is
tempting to assume that the larger playhouse he mentions is the
Curtain. Knight suggests, however, that Grenade would have been
accustomed to the rectangular inn yard playing spaces he had seen
before, and therefore that this magnificent playhouse is the Theatre,
not the Curtain. We cannot know; perhaps it does not matter, and
what counts here is only the pleasure of this communal, repeated
fantasy. ‘Even their agreeable appearance pleases men and any
onlookers,” marvels Grenade, and adds that on their stages are specta-
cles ‘which comprise actions made up for pleasure rather than ones
which have actually taken place’.

A pleasing appearance and a deceptive one: what Grenade also
suggests is that the playhouses were decorated. The preachers agreed.
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One described the Theatre as ‘gorgeous’ while another soon mocked
its ‘painted stage’. Later playhouses had a covering over the stage
held up by pillars painted to look like marble, and the back wall of
the stage was panelled and brightly coloured. Carved figures topped
the columns. But all of this was later, in the 1590s, and it seems likely
that the decoration of the Theatre was limited to some brightly
painted wood and plaster. We cannot know, and the preachers hated
on principle: not only the paint but also the way it tricked the eye.

This looks like success. The preachers and the tourists, the lovers
and the haters, all agreed: by the summer of 1578 the playhouse was
flooded with crowds, and bodies in the playhouse mean admission
paid. But here in the mismatch between what everyone saw and what
was happening lies the second foundational irony of the Theatre.
Money was pouring in and as quickly pouring out, for in 1578
Burbage and Brayne found themselves as broke as when they had
begun. Perhaps the costs of the construction were simply too stag-
gering. Perhaps they were still paying the workmen and were tied
into debts they could not square. After all this rising, a hole was
opening beneath the Theatre, and it could not be filled.

We can tell the story of these first years of the Theatre as a cata-
logue of daydreams or a narrative of loans. Its builders dreamed and
borrowed; the dreams gave life to loans, and the loans crippled the
dreams, but neither quite quashed the other. It went on: for each
story told, a new debt; for each step forwards, a little more digging.
On 29 June 1577 Burbage and Brayne signed a loan agreement with
a man named Thomas Blagrave. He worked for the Office of Revels,
as acting Master. For 200 years, the Revels Office had been providing
costumes and arranging payments for court performances. Later, this
would be an extremely powerful office, with the authority to license
and censor drama, but then it still had its medieval function. Burbage
and Brayne borrowed £50 each from Blagrave. This need not have
been in the form of cash, for the Revels Office had costumes to loan
and, in anticipation of their playhouse opening, Burbage and Brayne
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needed costumes. The two men agreed to pay a forfeit of double the
sum if they failed to repay the loan.

The following week, their playhouse opened, but not for long.
Three weeks later it closed, for an uncertain period, but at least two
months. Nonetheless, they could still hold onto their expectation
that it would reopen at Michaelmas, as decreed. At the end of
September, they entered into an arrangement with a haberdasher
named John Hind. Little is known of Hind: he was a citizen of the
City, a man who had prospered in a respectable trade, and like so
many in London he suspected that there might be easy profits to be
made by a little speculation on the side in the playhouse business. In
a contract signed on 10 October 1577, Hind agreed to provide actors
to Burbage and Brayne.

Burbage and Brayne were now what modern financial analysts
would call exposed. By increasing their investment they had in turn
multiplied their risk. They were too vulnerable to the chance of
change. It seems odd that they could not find actors on their own.
How difficult can it be to hire an actor, particularly for James Burbage,
who had spent a decade as one? But this shortfall in turn suggests a
wider pattern. Burbage and Brayne were not self-sufficient. They
were dependent upon others: costumes from Blagrave, actors from
Hind. As the autumn turned to winter, and the Theatre opened, and
the preachers took notice, they were at their highest exposure.

In the winter a frozen period fell upon London. In December the
Thames was ice. The records from this time are fragments. On 1
January Burbage and Brayne are recorded as running a company of
players who perform at the Bell Inn, in the City. This was presum-
ably a mixed company, drawn from Burbage’s old actor friends with
their numbers made up by the new recruits provided by Hind. It is
striking that they were appearing at the Bell and not at the Theatre.
Perhaps the reason was simple: the frost was inhospitable to outdoor
playing. A horrible thought: the builders of an outdoor playhouse
failed to take into account the seasons. In March 1578, playing
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resumed at the Theatre. But with the melting of the spring and the
ending of the freeze, so did litigation resume. In April, Hind sued
Burbage and Brayne for breach of contract and for failing to pay his
players for a performance in March. Burbage and Brayne counter-
sued: they claimed that the players were not available when needed;
this was either breathtaking cheek or disorganisation. Then in May,
another debt came due. Thomas Blagrave brought an action for debt
against Burbage and Brayne at the King’s Bench and the court ruled
that the two men must pay £100 each plus ten shillings for legal
expenses. This represented perhaps a third of the total cost of the
construction.

Now Burbage did what he so often did when the winds were
against him. He fell back upon Brayne with yet another dream song.
The two men returned to the notary, who prepared what is known as
an arbitrament. This was a simple financial instrument which also
represented a promised future. Burbage bound himself with a penalty
of £400 due to Brayne. In return, he agreed that half the playhouse
and its profits would go to Brayne. That would never happen, of
course; we know that; Burbage knew that; Brayne must have known
that too, somehow. But for a moment, the two men returned to their
shared vision. Beneath the brawls was another, more welcoming
music: the laughter of a crowd gathered in the afternoon sun to pay
for the chance to laugh at a man in a mask, a fooling hobgoblin, a
trickster sprite.

The preachers were right, of course. The shows and the games and
the dreams were built upon a foundation of tricks and lies. For the
audience this was part of the pleasure: a holiday from the rule-bound
world of sincerity and consequence. But for others, Burbage’s trick-
eries and slips had a real cost. By the end of July 1578, only a month
after agreeing to the arbitrament and its new profit-sharing arrange-
ment, Burbage had again refused or failed to include Brayne in an
equal portion of the takings. In fury, Brayne summoned Burbage to
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return to the notary. Because the notary gave a lengthy deposition a
decade later, we can catch this moment in unusual detail.

We have a setting: a summer’s morning in a shop in the parish of
St Olave in the Old Jewry, which sat half a mile, or perhaps seven
minutes on foot, from Paul’s Cross and the furious preachers. We
have a cast of three: the notary, William Nicoll, thirty years old, and
the slightly older Burbage and Brayne. And — the last element of
drama — we have an interaction. I was once a rich man, Brayne is
saying, but he sold his house and left his trade to invest all in Burbage’s
scheme. As in the sermon, it is a nightmare of dissolving, of a man
losing all, his name, his trade, his place. Brayne’s voice rises and it
tightens as he recounts the sums he has put in and how he has seen
nothing but ill dealings in return and because he will not stop talking
Burbage has had enough. ‘Burbage did there strike him with his fist
and so they went together by the ears,” recalled the notary, and he
steps in to part them but such is the heat of their brawl that he
cannot. Burbage and Brayne grapple, arms around necks, and fall to
the floor.
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The Servants of the Earl

The spring of 1580 came suddenly, after a long winter of rains, and in
the middle of the warm afternoon of Sunday, 10 April, two actors at
the Theatre scuffled with a couple of young gentlemen from the Inns
of Court. It is tempting to describe them as law students but this is not
quite right. The study of law was one nominal reason to attend the Inns
of Court, but the institution was closer to a cross between a finishing
school and members’club. Young gentlemen and the sons of gentlemen
went to the Inns of Court to pick up a little polish and some schooling
in the gestures of social class. The place of the actors was less certain.
Robert Leveson and Lawrence Dutton are described in the ensuing
reports as ‘servants of the Earl of Oxford’. They were members of the
playing company sponsored by the eccentric earl and therefore, techni-
cally at least, members of his household. This is a fiction, really; they
did no household service and spent much of their lives on tour in the
provinces, spreading the good name of their lord. Little else is known
of Leveson; Dutton was brother to a more successful actor, John.
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This sunny springtime afternoon, the silky young legal gentlemen were
out on a jolly, to see a play in a poorer suburb, and their voices rose from
the yard up to the stage. There was mockery, high laughter. Leveson
and Dutton stepped down from the stage into the yard, and the young
men, divided by social class, met in blows.

The next morning, the Lord Mayor of London sent for the under-
sheriff of Middlesex — the Theatre is in Middlesex — and for the Earl
of Oxford’s Men. The Lord Mayor, Sir Nicholas Woodroffe, was a
member of the Worshipful Company of Haberdashers. He had made
a fortune in trade and risen in the City and was ready to hate the
players, but before they had time to arrive he received word that the
previous day’s fray was being investigated by the Privy Council. This
changed the situation. Where the Lord Mayor was elected by the
citizens of London, the Privy Council represented the queen. His
authority did not, technically, extend beyond the City walls and out
into Shoreditch, but every Lord Mayor sought to broaden his domain.
This is why Woodrofte sent for the under-sheriff of Middlesex.
These men were jostling for influence, but in an absolute monarchy
there is only one end to every power play. Woodrofte wrote to the
Lord Chancellor. He restated his contempt for the players — ‘a very
superfluous sort of men’— and insisted that plays at the Theatre could
lead only to ‘great corruption of youth with unchaste and wicked
matters, occasion of much incontinence, practices of many frays,
quarrels, and other disorders’. Then he stood down. ‘T have surceased
to proceed further,” scraped the Lord Mayor, ‘and do humbly refer
the whole to your wisdoms and grave considerations.” The Privy
Council moved quickly. The following day, they sentenced Leveson
and Dutton, ‘servants unto the Earl’, to the Marshalsea, ‘for commit-
ting of disorders and frays upon the gentlemen of the Inns of Court’.

These letters are collected, along with the majority of the surviving
documents relating to London’s playhouses of this period, in the four
volumes prepared by E.K. Chambers in the years following the First
World War. ‘Chambers’, as this anthology is familiarly known, is a
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great monument of scholarship. It is also, by accident, very funny.
Appendices C (‘Documents of Criticism’) and D (‘Documents of
Control’) in volume 4 are a 150-page closely printed pantomime of
bygone irritation. A Lord Mayor called Sir John or Sir William writes
to the Privy Council, complaining of recent trouble at a playhouse.
Then nothing happens; or something does, but only for a while. The
Lord Mayor huffs and the Privy Councillors reply. A lord with a
familiar name writes to complain that his servants have been wronged
while at a pulpit a preacher draws breath and the real players in this
shadow drama are the institutions of England: the City, the Crown, the
Church, the noble households. Sometimes there is plague and some-
times just disorder. One letter describes the playhouses as ‘pestered’and
this might mean busy or it might mean ill, for pestilence of some kind
— moral, epidemiological, a mix of the two — is just beneath the surface.
A tussle breaks out and perhaps the players are involved or perhaps the
playhouse is simply the backdrop. Young men fight young men while
others look down upon them, making everything worse.

In this shifting world everyone knew a handful of simple posi-
tions. The playhouses had to close when plague deaths rose. This was
one point for the Lord Mayor. However, in another and more
powerful point for the queen, the players had to be allowed to perform
in public because this was how they rehearse for their engagements
at court. This seems a slightly unconvincing excuse; even at the time
everyone knew that it was a fiction. “They pretend they must have
exercise to enable them in their service before her majesty, notes one
tired reply from the City’s Common Council, and yet ‘It is to be
noted that it is not convenient that they present before her majesty
such plays as have been commonly played on open stages before all
the basest assemblies in London.” But as a fiction, it is a revealing
one, for it suggests something of how the hierarchy worked, and how
knowing your place might in turn give a little freedom.

The Dutton brothers did not know their place. They were restless,
improvisatory. There were rumours that Lawrence managed a brothel
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at the Bell, a house in Shoreditch. Later, John would run an inn on
Bishopsgate called the Dolphin. ‘Fickle’ was the word that people
used of them. This is not only because Lawrence had the temerity to
brawl with a few rowdies from the Inns of Court — nobody could
blame him for that — but because in the months immediately before
the brawl he and his brother had jumped ship from one lord’s
company to another. The Duttons had been part of the Earl of
Warwick’s Men for several years, but in February or March 1580
they had attached themselves instead to the Earl of Oxford, the rich
and powerful Edward de Vere. This was a canny move, perhaps a
little too much so, for a set of mocking verses soon began to circulate,
which cruelly lampooned the social aspirations of the Dutton
brothers by imagining that their family might have a coat of arms.
Against a fart-green background — known in heraldry as the ‘field’—-
parade some distinctly un-heraldic beasts:

A whore that is rampant, astride with her legs
A woodcock displayed, a calf and a sheep,
A bitch that is splayed, a dormouse asleep.

The verse is a reminder of what happens when you try to reach above
your station.

‘Mantled lousy, with doubled drink,” it goes on: “Their ancient
house is called the Clink.” Instead of a fine old country seat the
Dutton brothers were at home in the notorious prison in Southwark.
It is a barbed joke: that a player might even dream of having a coat
of arms. It reveals much of the snobbery of the age, but even as it
does so, it also suggests the opposite. This old world of heraldry — of
bloodline and name and loyalty — was beginning to look absurd.

The scuftle at the Theatre this fine spring afternoon was one more
skirmish in a longer war over where to place the players. Theirs was
not an institution of its own. Instead it was amphibious, loosely
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attached, and in 1580 the players of England were at the end of
several centuries of never being quite sure of where they belonged. In
1469 Edward IV licensed a Guild of Minstrels, made up of musicians
who were free to wander the land. On makeshift stages in market
towns, groups of local performers played holy stories: the mystery
cycles, the Corpus Christi plays. In the late 1520s, the printer and
lawyer John Rastell built a scaffold and stage for plays in the garden
of his house near Finsbury Fields. There are records of churches
renting out halls to small troupes of players, to pay for restorations,
and in London, the livery companies sponsored dramatic entertain-
ments. An interlude was played in Carpenters’ Hall in 1541. On a
Sunday the following year, twenty joiners performed in a company
play.

English playing’s long childhood was rich, varied and local. By the
time James Burbage was born, in the early 1530s, it was under attack.
When as a young man he moved to London he found a city newly
hostile to playing. Following the vast theological and legal shift
known as the Reformation, the old Church ways had been uprooted,
and the old drama, which was associated with religious messages,
looked suspicious. The City leaders — the Lord Mayor, the aldermen
— tended towards a stricter Protestantism than that upheld elsewhere.
In 1542, the Bishop of London Edmund Bonner passed an injunc-
tion forbidding plays in churches and chapels, and by the 1550s, the
casual associations of common players began to disappear. The histo-
rian William Ingram notes: “There are simply not many direct refer-
ences to plays and playing in the City from the middle third of the
[16th] century.’ Playing, exiled from London, slowly returned in the
following decades. In 1566 the Court of Aldermen permitted playing
in the City so long as the players had a licence; in 1569, innkeepers
were permitted to present plays between the hours of three and five
in the afternoon, and only upon payment of a bond of £40. This was
useful revenue for the City, but each minor step towards permitting
the players was only one more gesture in the ongoing squabble
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between differing authorities over who had the right to regulate
them. According to Chambers: Tt is in 1572 that symptoms of a
conflict of judgment between the City and the Privy Council first
declare themselves.” That year, the Aldermen moved to ban plays
from the City for fear of plague, and the Privy Council wrote to
request that the playhouses should remain open.

This same year, the Crown moved to regulate another form of
playing. By 1572, James Burbage had for several years been part of
the company of players sponsored by the Earl of Leicester. Leicester
was a flamboyant figure: a great patron of poets and painters; an
investor in exploration and close to the queen. She described him as
her brother while his biographer describes him as her surrogate
husband. He knew how to show off. In 1559 he spent £450 on gold-
smith’s work, much of it jewels for himself, and his playing company
travelled the country wearing his livery. The badge of the earl was a
bear roped to a staff: ready to be baited, ready to entertain. In these
years, Leicester’s Men often led the Christmas revels at court. They
were paid £10 for each show and these were splendid, in rich
costumes, with dances and song.

But the Tudor state was hungry: for power, for control even over its
lords and their rich households. The great project of authoritarian
states, argues the political theorist James C. Scott, is to make its citi-
zens ‘legible’. This means that they may readily be identified as
belonging to specific and discrete categories, so that they may be
regulated and taxed with greater efficiency. The aristocratic house-
holds, with their travelling companies of players who might be profes-
sional entertainers or might be servants, are a classic example of
illegibility. In January 1572 the Crown announced the renewal of an
old act, long on the books but mostly forgotten, that restricted the
members of an aristocratic household to those who really were house-
hold servants. That summer, a second old act was reissued: a late
medieval law that set punishments for able-bodied beggars and
vagrants. One earlier iteration of the law had instructed that such
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vagrants be branded. When this act was brought back into force in
the summer of 1572, a new phrase was added, which for the first time
defined vagrants and beggars as also including ‘all Fencers, Bearwards
[those who tended the bears set at stakes, for entertainment], Common
Players in Interludes & Minstrels, not belonging to any Baron of this
Realm or towards any other honourable Personage of greater Degree’.

What threads through this history of clashing institutions is the
life of one man. James Burbage — of no obvious trade other than his
membership of an aristocratic company of players — faced a particular
crisis in the summer of 1572. He was, as we have seen, unusually
attuned to the rhetoric of human relations: a poet of getting what he
wants. When the times call for brawls, he is your man; but some-
times a sweeter song is useful, and here too he was a master. That
summer, as the Elizabethan state was tightening its grasp upon the
players, the Earl of Leicester’s Men sent a letter to their lord. It was
signed by six men, and while we cannot know exactly who wrote it,
it seems likely that it was Burbage himself, for his name appeared as
the first signatory. It has his slickness. ‘May it please your honour to
understand,” the letter addressed the Earl: ‘there is a certain
Proclamation out for the reviving of a Statute as touching retainers,
as your Lordship knoweth better than we can inform you thereof.’
The Crown said that players must be servants, and Burbage play-
acted the good servant. He buttered up the Earl with a superfluous
compliment and with a bow and a scrape went on:

We therefore, your humbler Servants and daily Orators your
players, for avoiding all inconvenience that may grow by reason of
the said Statute, are bold to trouble your Lordship with this our
Suit, humbly desiring your honour that (as you have been always
our good Lord and Master) you will now vouchsafe to retain us at
this present as your household Servants and daily waiters.

The letter signed off with a merry little poem:
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Long may your lordship live in peace,
A peer of noblest peers:

In health, wealth and prosperity
Redoubling Nestor’s years.

The old world would change, soon enough. The letter and its
comically deferential tone suggest the ragged end of an ancient way
of arranging relations between men, and it would be washed away as
in a great flood. It must have felt antique even in 1572, but Burbage’s
letter worked. In May 1574, a little less than two years later, the
queen granted a royal patent — the first for a company of adult players
— to Leicester’s Men. The patent was addressed to the justices,
mayors, sheriffs, bailiffs and constables of England. It instructed, that
is, those who might like to close down the players. ‘Know ye that we
of our especial grace, certain knowledge, and mere motion have
licensed and authorised’ the Earl’s servants, it began, naming the
players as ‘our loving subjects’ and ‘servants to our trusty and well
beloved cousin’. Now these players were permitted ‘to use, exercise,
and occupy the art and faculty of playing comedies, tragedies, inter-
ludes, stage plays, and such other like’ in the City, the liberties and
throughout the realm. They were not wholly free. They were
permitted to perform only plays which had been approved by the
Master of Revels, and not during the time of common prayer or an
outbreak of the plague. But the servants to the earl had royal licence,
and with it their place was a made a little more certain.

In the years following the royal patent London became a boom
town for the playing companies. This was the context to Burbage’s
decision to build a permanent playhouse, as well as the Curtain which
tollowed it. Its design, too, was informed by Burbage’s years as a trav-
elling player. As Laurie Johnson suggests, the distinctive round shape
of the Theatre, with circling stacked galleries for the crowd, married
‘the balconies of the inn-yards with the tiered galleries of the hall
playhouses’. The design of the Theatre was not so much a nod to
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ancient Rome as a lesson learned by a travelling player about what
worked best in the two specific types of building in which he was
accustomed to playing. But London was becoming the more inviting
place, for the growing metropolis offered both crowds to watch and
houses to play in. After 1576, Leicester’s Men performed regularly in
London, and often at the Theatre.

In the following years, the players settled, and the urban industry
of commercial playing began to emerge. In the summer of 1579, the
pompous scholar Gabriel Harvey wrote a long letter to his friend the
poet Edmund Spenser. He complains that Spenser has published
some of Harvey’s verses without permission, and goes on to joke that
he might as well become a writer for hire. T suppose thou wilt go
nigh and shortly send my lord of Leicester’s or my lord of Warwick’s,
Vaux’s, or my lord Rich’s players, or some other fresh start up come-
dians unto me for some new devised interlude, or some malt conceived
comedy fit for the Theatre or some other painted stage,” mocks
Harvey, ‘wherat thou and thy lively copesmates in London may laugh
their mouths and bellies full for pence or twopence.” Malt-conceived’
is a resonant phrase. It suggests a play dreamt up by a drunken writer,
and it was another slur about where the players belong. They may
have been servants to the earl but the players were start-up come-
dians, or upstarts, dreaming above their status. Loving subjects or
superfluous men; servants, waiters, orators: there are many things a
player may be, and many names you may call him, and beneath the
abuse and the changing regulations we might feel some subterranean
pressure, some shifting of tectonic plates, as the institutions of
Elizabethan England jostled against one another.

The earthquake hit London at a quarter to six in the evening of
Wednesday, 6 April 1580. It would today be classified as strong, at
perhaps 6.5 on the Richter scale, and its epicentre was beneath the
Channel. From east to west the tremor passed through the City as a
wave, causing church bells to ring and buildings to dance. At the

68



THE SERVANTS OF THE EARL

Middle Temple in the Inns of Court, the gentlemen students were
just sitting for their supper. As the refectory shook they jumped to
their feet. At Tower Hill, the cannons hopped. At the chapel of
Christ’s Hospital in Newgate Market the preacher was in the middle
of his sermon when a stone fell from the roof, striking an apprentice
shoemaker named Thomas Gray upon the head. It killed him
instantly. Sitting next to him, a girl of the same household suffered
injuries so severe that she died a few days later. At the Theatre in
Shoreditch, actors were on stage and a play was underway. As the
playhouse swayed the members of the audience in the upper gallery
panicked and leapt down into the yard.

Wednesday fell in Easter week, four days before the playhouse
brawl between the actors and the gentlemen of the Inns of Court. A
doctor from Sussex named Thomas Twyne was visiting London. In
a pamphlet written a few days later, he noted that the morning had
been calm and cool — ‘nipping’ is the word he uses, the bite of late
winter frost — and misty. As the morning went on the mist gave way
to a long, narrow cloud. The ground was wet after the winter’s rains
and as the morning cleared Twyne went for a stroll with a couple of
friends. They were in the green fields that ringed the City to the
north when the earthquake hit. The sun stopped shining and the
wind dropped as if the earth were breathing in.

The earthquake hit an unsettled city, and one that was ready to
interpret wonders. For Twyne, a doctor and a good Christian, the
ultimate origin of all things must be God, whom he calls the ‘cause
of all causes’, but the earthquake might also have secondary causes,
found within the natural, not the supernatural, world. Twyne names
these God’s ‘under Deputies’ and he goes on to sketch a rough idea
of the causes of earthquakes which might feel clumsy but which is
not wholly wrong. Twyne notes the unusual weather patterns which
preceded Easter. The winter’s rains, he suggests, gathered under-
ground and were then heated by the quick warm spring, which in
turn led to a great build-up of pressure. He describes an entirely
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orthodox division, between the primary cause which is God and
secondary, natural causes; but it was not universally accepted. Such
thinking, insisted the poet Thomas Churchyard in his own pamphlet
written immediately after the earthquake, leads us into confusion
and a shaken world. ‘Perhaps, some fine headed fellows will wrest by
natural arguments God’s doing and works to a worldly or earthly
operation, mocks Churchyard: ‘so man thinks no longer on a wonder
than a dream, and makes no more account of a marvel, than if a trifle
had been told him.’

For Churchyard, this was a moment of learning. Here in what he
jauntily terms ‘God’s mighty motion’ the City turns into a token, a
sign that points outside itself. Everything is metaphor. ‘Churches,
Palaces, Houses, and other buildings did so quiver and shake,” he
writes, ‘that such as were present in the same were tossed to and fro
as they stood.” He names the court at Whitehall, where a Council
meeting was in session, and Westminster Abbey, where the tower
shook. He describes a London composed of the institutions of power
and yet whose buildings may be set to dance at the whim of a greater
power. One specific building is significant. Churchyard’s account
begins in prose but he adds a moralising poem, and here he turns his
attention from Westminster and Whitehall out to Shoreditch:

The Theatre, for (some great regard)
that open world should note

Wias shaken so sore, that sundry there,
a fearful frightening got.

In the spectacle of its shaking, the Theatre had much to teach.

On its title page, Churchyard’s pamphlet is dated two days
after the earthquake, so he must have written it as soon as the after-
shocks passed. It survives in a single copy, held in a library in
California, and it reads as though it were assembled in haste. Four
short texts by Churchyard are followed by four short accounts, some
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in prose, some in terrible verse. The second of these, ‘A true Report
of the Earth quake in London), is the most interesting. It records
how a couple of men strolling in Moorfields decided to rest upon the
side of a low hill, and then when the earthquake struck it tumbled
them down the hill, and winded them so that they could not speak.
The waters in the ditches frothed, ‘the Beasts in the field roared
wonderfully’ and the merchants at the Royal Exchange wept with
fear. This account, with the others of the second part of the pamphlet,
is signed off with the name of a second author: Richard Tarlton. The
details indicate that he was in north-east London that day: near
enough to feel the ground shudder, to hear the roaring animals, to see
the frothing waters. It does not — unlike most accounts of the quake
— mention the playhouses, and this is stranger still given that its
author certainly knew them. In a few years, Tarlton would be the
most famous player in England. In the late 1570s he was a member
of the Earl of Sussex’s Men, and probably still played with them in
1580. Perhaps he was at the Theatre that Wednesday; perhaps he
was on stage, for aristocratic companies such as Sussex’s Men were
performing there.

Tarlton insisted that the earthquake was a thing to be remem-
bered. “Through the whole City this sudden token was suddenly
teared and I stand in doubt will as suddenly be forgotten,” he wrote.
He was correct, for the quake was remembered in prayers and in
jokes. Edmund Spenser wrote to a friend that the earth was like a
drunk person, staggering and reeling, and sensibly so, for the cold
winter had been bleak enough to drive anyone to drink. The queen’s
official printer issued a special set of prayers. Arthur Golding, cele-
brated for his translations of Ovid, rushed into print a slightly
rambling meditation upon the topsy-turviness of the world, the
unseasonable seasons, the signs in the clouds and the frost. All are, he
insists, proofs of ‘God’s only determinate purpose, who maketh even
the very foundations and pillars of the earth to shake, the mountains
to melt like wax, and the seas to dry up and become as a field’.
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These publications —which commented upon, rewrote and explained
the wonder — were as a second set of aftershocks. The hack writer
Abraham Fleming sped into print a new version of an old treatise
about earthquakes by the Bishop of Vienna, the splendidly named
Friedrich Nausea. Fleming added the familiar details about the appren-
tice shoemaker and the shaking towers and worked himself up
into a closing rage which was aimed specifically at the players and their
playhouses. The players were ‘selling wind for money’, he raged, in a
colourful phrase, and ‘infecting the tender minds of youth with the
poison of your profanations. He demanded: ‘Doth not God see
your filthiness, or think you that your trade of life depending
wholly upon those poor Heathenish exercises, are not offensive to
his Majesty?” He thundered on — ‘Will he wink at such filthiness
as is continually concluded upon and committed in your Theatre,
Curtain, and accursed courts of spectacles?” — and the pamphlet
builds up to a second earthquake, this time imaginary, which is not
limited to a little shaking of the timbers but will finish the task it has
surely begun:

O how glorious a work should that be! How happy a day! How
blessed an hour! Wherein the people of God might see all such
abominable places dedicated to Gentilism, or rather Atheism (for
who can directly say, that either God or the devil, heaven or hell,
is once thought upon in the prosecuting of such shameful scenes?)
utterly torn up from the foundations, rent in pieces the timber
from the stone, wasted with fire, laid even with the ground, and
no appearance thereof remaining.

Fleming was not the first, nor the last, to imagine tearing down the

Theatre.

What was on stage when the earthquake hit and the players brawled?
A largely sneering pamphlet of 1579 names, for the first time, two

72



THE SERVANTS OF THE EARL

plays that were at the Theatre: The Blacksmith’s Daughter and Catiline’s
Conspiracies. Each sounds, in its own way, promising: some slapstick
about the lively daughter of a hard-working man, perhaps, and the
tale of a tyrannical rebel. But we only have the titles. The plays them-
selves are lost, and the pamphlet goes on to comment that “These
plays are good plays and sweet plays’, each of which teaches ‘the
honourable bounty of a noble mind’. The answer is disappointing.
On stage at the Theatre were instructive moral dramas.

One play that was performed here at around this time survives.
The Three Ladies of London was by Robert Wilson, who as well
a playwright was a player with Leicester’s Men. The Theatre
was closed for much of the summer of 1580, so Wilsons play
was on stage at the end of 1580 or in early 1581. Wilson was later
celebrated for his wit, but it is hard to see it. His characters are
named Conscience, Simplicity, Dissimulation. There is an Italian
merchant, Mercadorus, who speaks in a humorous accent. Lady
Lucre and Usury are the villains. ‘God grant that Conscience keep
within the bounds of right,’ says one character: ‘And that vile Lucre
do not haunt her heart with deadly spite.” Usury raises the rent on
Conscience’s house and stabs Hospitality to death. It ends with a
trial and a moral.

That the plays on stage at the Theatre in 1579 and 1580 were
didactic both is and is not surprising. A pamphlet of 1580 called the
Theatre a schoolhouse of Satan, a chapel of ill counsel: a place where
one might only learn all the wrong lessons, be schooled up in badness.
So here in the early repertoire was one answer to the allegation. The
preachers said that the trouble was trade, that God would visit fury
upon the players who tried to sell the wind for money and infect the
minds of the youth. The Three Ladies of London replies in the most
flat-footed and defensive possible way. It is a play that says, we are on
your side. It says, forgive us our trespasses.

In the middle of the play, a character named Sincerity enters. He
laments that once he trained to be a priest but wishes that he had
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studied something else for ‘divines, that preach the word of God
sincerely and truly, / Are in these days little or nothing set by’
Sincerity goes on in lines which are almost familiar:

But what is he that may not on the sabbath-day attend to hear
God’s word?

But we will rather run to bowls, sit at the alehouse, than one
hour afford,

Telling a tale of Robin Hood, sitting at cards, playing at skittles,
or some other vain thing,

That I fear God’s vengeance on your head it will bring.

Some other vain thing: the sin that is obviously missing from
Sincerity’s list is playgoing. The cliché heard from many a pulpit was
that the distractions from worldly service offered in London were
games and gambling, taverns and playhouses. The Three Ladies
proposes that a play may do moral work too.

On the page, the play is flat, nervous, small. But perhaps to read it
is to miss what gave it power. Like ballet, stage acting is an art that is
always vanishing, and this play even more than most needs an actor
to bring it to life. At the Theatre in 1580 and 1581, the role of
Simplicity, it seems likely, was taken by Richard Tarlton. Simplicity
is a garrulous fool, and cousin to Sincerity. There is a running joke
about him being hungry and another about him being illiterate. He
sings a song with the chorus ‘No biding in London for Conscience
and Love’, becomes a beggar, is whipped. What Tarlton did with the
material we can guess, for there are surprisingly many accounts of his
acting style. He was a very early celebrity. He was a large man, famous
for his broad shoulders. He had apprenticed as a water carrier,
bringing heavy barrels of water to households in the city, and his
comedy played against his strength. In one celebrated routine, he
duelled with a small dog. He made audiences laugh as soon as he
appeared on stage, before he said a word. In his hands — in his body,
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in his movements — the role of Simplicity must have been a hoot,
delirious, magic.

Tarlton was a little larger than the lines set down for him. His
style cannot be captured by the play text. ‘Words weren't his language;
he spoke in action,’ wrote John Lahr of the great Hollywood clown
Buster Keaton: ‘Prose was no match for the poetics of gesture.” And
this — what Lahr calls ‘the collision of improbable event with his
opaque personality’—was what drew the audiences in and made them
laugh. Tarlton was a star of a moment that saw actors as the focus of
dramatic performance. Not the words, the costumes, the meanings or
the poetry: Tarlton emerged as a star because the industry needed
him. “This busy industry, circulating through the countryside, seeing
London as the magnet for expansion, aiming for court performances,
serving the interests of its aristocratic patrons, and above all trying to
turn a profit,” note the historians Scott McMillin and Sally-Beth
MacLean, ‘was above all an actor’s theatre. Tarlton was probably not
by modern standards a fine actor at all; we would see him as too
much or too loud. He was most adored for his mastery of the jig, the
wild foot-stomping dance that ended the play.

As well as an actor Tarlton was a skilled fencer and a pamphleteer.
“Stage-playing” was not in this early period even a clearly defined
activity, suggests William Ingram: ‘the normal repertory of a stage-
player in the early sixteenth century might have included dancing,
tumbling, clowning, juggling, fencing, mime, and minstrelsy along
with (or sometimes instead of) the declamation of lines.” We might
call him an entertainer, but this is an old and slightly condescending
word. Above all, he was fun, even if the plays he appeared in were
not.

The world of traditional drama — moral, sermonising, caricatures and
lessons — stands beneath Shakespeare’s plays. He departs from it but
only because he also remembers it. In Romeo and Juliet, the Nurse
pauses as she tries to recall exactly how old Juliet is. T remember it
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well,’ she says: "T'is now since the earthquake eleven years.” She gives
us the date when Juliet was weaned. ‘T shall never forget it,” she
adds, and laughs at the memory: ‘“Shake,” quoth the dovehouse!
Shakespeare’s biographers have sometimes tried from this detail to
establish the date of the play, as written eleven years after April 1580.
But that does not quite fit what else we know about his life, and it
perhaps misses the point of the scene and its passing memory. The
earthquake was a story told by older players to the young Shakespeare
when he arrived in London. It was the old world for him.

Robert Wilson’s play was also the old world for Shakespeare. In
one subplot in The Three Ladies the crooked Italian merchant
Mercadorus borrows a large and specific sum from a Jewish money-
lender named Gerontus. ‘You know I lent you two thousand ducats
for three months space,” Gerontus heckles him, ‘And ere the time
came you got another thousand by flattery, and thy smooth face.’
Gerontus pursues the merchant, only to be tricked by him. Later,
Shakespeare would spin a whole play out of this racist banter. “Three
thousand ducats, well,” says Shylock, in his first line in 7he Merchant
of Venice, and the young Italian who is taking the loan confirms: ‘Ay,
sir, for three months.” Shakespeare’s play could not be more different
from Wilson’s. He turns the whole so that it hinges upon this char-
acter who is no longer a caricature. But it begins with Wilson and the
memory of something staged at the Theatre.

In these moments of fracture — a brawl, an earthquake and an
echo or a memory — we glimpse the new world emerging from the
old. In January 1583 — and on another Sunday, the Sabbath — another
natural disaster with human causes struck a playhouse. A collapsing
scaffold at a bearbaiting arena on Bankside called the Paris Garden
killed eight spectators, which prompted the accustomed cries against
the players and their playhouses. The queen did not quite listen.
Instead, in March, she formed her own company of players. Her
flunkies summoned the dozen leading actors of the day to leave their
old companies and to combine as the new Queen’s Men. They were
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given a livery of red coats and the status of grooms of the chamber.
Before, the actors had been loosely under the authority of the earls.
Now they were directly under the protection of the queen.

Richard Tarlton joined the Queen’s Men, as did the fickle John
Dutton, from Oxford’s Men. Of the five actors named in the 1574
patent for Leicester’s Men, three in turn joined the Queen’s Men,
including Robert Wilson, the author of The Three Ladies. One former
member of Leicester’s Men who notably did not join the Queen’s
Men is James Burbage. Perhaps he was never a great actor, and
anyway, his mind was on other things. The aristocratic companies
and the royal company which grew out of them were designed for
touring. For James Burbage, owner of a playhouse, the future lay not
in the old models of service but in a newer place.
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The Landlords

One day in the early summer of 1582 a brash young man in his early
twenties shows up at the Theatre. His name is Edmund Peckham
and it is his belief that the playhouse and the land upon which it
stands rightfully belong to him. He is accompanied today by a small
posse of stout followers and he means trouble. Today is not the first
time. On and off all spring, he has been turning up, quarrelling,
making threats. Sometimes he arrives while a play is underway and it
has become a nuisance enough that the playing companies are
increasingly wary of performing at the Theatre. So James Burbage
has taken to paying a few local men to stand guard, and they are
waiting. In a deposition given nearly twenty years later, a middle-
aged painter named Randolph May who does odd jobs at the play-
house recalled the day. In front of the playhouse, as the painter
watched, Peckham’s servants and Burbage’s hired men came to blows
with such heat and fire that he felt ‘in danger of his own life’. May
was a timorous figure, and Burbage less so, but all were unnerved by
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the spectacle of grown men brawling, on behalf of others, over who
owned the land beneath their feet.

Edmund Peckham was from a line of men who liked to take what
the age had to offer. The Peckham family were long-time Londoners.
The grandfather — also named Edmund — began low in the offices of
financial administration under Henry VIII. Through hard work he
rose fast. He was famously trustworthy. He became high treasurer of
the mint, a privy councillor, and was knighted. The king smiled upon
him. Sometimes a royal smile meant land. In the early decades of the
sixteenth century the Church owned between a quarter and a third
of all the land in England and Wales; but the king was hungry. He
began in 1536 with the lesser monasteries, the priories and religious
houses with annual income of less than £200. Two hundred of these
were dissolved by the end of the year, and in 1539 he moved on to the
greater monasteries. Gold, plate, buildings and most of all land were
transferred to the Crown and quickly sold off or offered to men like
the new knight Sir Edmund Peckham.

The dissolution of the monasteries and the subsequent redistribu-
tion of land are one strand among the great transformations of the age.
The Tudor state sought to promote commerce and industry, and did so
in part by undermining the old feudal order in which aristocratic fami-
lies drew power from their ownership of land. ‘In the turbulent days of
the fifteenth century land had still a military and social significance
apart from its economic value, wrote the historian R.H. Tawney, for
land meant tenants and retainers who might, if called upon, ride out as
a private army. But in the following century the Tudors, by drawing
the teeth of feudalism, had made the command of money more impor-
tant than the command of men’. This age saw ‘the transition from the
medieval conception of land as the basis of political function and obli-
gations to the modern view of it as income-yielding investment.
Landholding tends, in short, to become commercialised.’

Sir Edmund acquired manors through royal grants. He bought a
dissolved monastery in Buckinghamshire. His family had Catholic
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sympathies, but not strictly so. When the great schism of the
Reformation came, he played all sides. The monarchs changed —
Edward, Mary, Elizabeth — but the waves of history washed gently
over Sir Edmund.

He was the grandfather. He had a son named George, who was in
turn a creature of the hungers of his moment. Young Sir George
married well, to the daughter of a court favourite, Henry Webb.
Webb was gentleman usher of Queen Katherine Parr’s privy chamber
and in 1539 he had been granted the lands around the old Holywell
priory in Shoreditch. Webb soon died and the Holywell property
passed to his daughter Susan. She died in childbirth, and the prop-
erty came into the hands of the Peckhams. Sir George married again
and had two sons and gave them the family names. Soon he fell in
with the great adventurer Sir Humphrey Gilbert: a man lit up with
the ambition of settling the barbarous Americas. Peckham planned
an expedition with Gilbert to North America, where they hoped to
claim 8.5 million acres of land. This was known as the Western
planting movement and was a fashion among flash Elizabethan
courtiers for a year or two. Bad weather ended the expedition and
blew the voyagers home but did not quite quench the idea. In his
True Report of the Late Discoveries, Peckham insisted that future
adventurers would be richly rewarded for the savages who live in
America would freely give ‘such competent quantity of Land, as
every way shall be correspondent to the Christians’ expectation, &
contentation, considering the great abundance they have of Land,
and how small account they have thereof’. Peckham was dreaming of
millions and ease, not a few muddy acres in Shoreditch, and along
the way he sold the Holywell property to a family named Bumsted.

As it passed through various hands the parcel of land at Holywell
was chipped away and by the 1560s it was a little over five acres, the
size of not quite three football pitches. The walls of the old church
stood roofless, and across the plot were twenty-two messuages —
small houses each with a square of garden — and a further forty
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cottages, four barns, four dovecotes, orchards and a couple of old
walled gardens. This sounds like a lot of buildings but they were
mainly tiny tenements, of one or two rooms, and most were built into
the old monastic refectory and dormitories. These were valuable
rental properties in the London boomtime, offering cheap housing
to the young craftsmen arriving in London. The Bumsteds in turn
mortgaged the Holywell property to a man named Giles Allen. Allen
controlled tenements across Shoreditch, and he regularly came into
London from his home in Essex to collect his rents. Allen was a
canny figure, made of grit and elbows, and in 1562 he foreclosed on
the mortgage from the Bumsted family and claimed that the Holywell
property was his. Soon he turned the old priory gardens — the Ladies’
Garden, the Prioress’s Garden — into tenements fronting the high
street to the east side of the site. In 1576 Allen granted a ten-year
lease on a small section of the west side of the site to James Burbage.

Allen was a professional landlord not an old feudal earl. But
immediately to the south of his holding was a plot owned by the
Rutland family. Where Allen was new money the Rutlands were old,
grand landowners, and Holywell was a tiny portion of their estates.
Their plot spanned Holywell Lane, which had long been used as a
way into the old priory and was the quickest route from Bishopsgate.
But Rutland’s men took to chaining up the lane so that carriages
could no longer pass. Land, and access to it, was the major political
and economic question of the age.

This was the backdrop to Edmund Peckham’s arrival at the Theatre
with a small crew of heavies in the early summer of 1582. Edmund was
born in perhaps 1558 or 1559, at the dawn of the new queen’s reign.
He had the family names but not the knighthood. Like his grandfa-
ther’s estates, it had slipped away, and Edmund’s ambitions were strait-
ened. Perhaps he lacked the drive of his forefathers; perhaps he wished
for an adventure of his own. Where his father George had planned to
seize a country’s worth of land in the new world, Edmund pursued a
series of legal suits in the Court of Exchequer. He claimed that his

81



1576-82

father’s sale of the Holywell property to Bumsted was invalid, and
therefore Giles Allen had no right to it. By Easter of 1582 Edmund
abandoned the law and took a firmer approach. He started turning up
at the Theatre; soon he brought his followers. He did not really want a
playhouse. But there was a brutish, bullying logic to him. Like everyone
else, when he looked at the Theatre he saw a moneymaking machine.
By threatening Burbage and disrupting the players, he was cutting the
flow of income and putting pressure on Allen. His was a fight by proxy,
and he was like everyone else playing violent games of land and force.

This was a London that felt the rush of the new but only had the old
words in which to understand it. All the signs pointed the same way
and everyone knew one big thing: that it was good to be a landlord.

This was a growing London. Having contracted in the fourteenth
century and remained stable in the fifteenth, the population exploded
in the sixteenth century, and most sharply in the capital. During the
second half of the century London’s population shot from 75,000 to
about 200,000, including the City and the suburbs that ringed it.
The annual rate of population growth was close to 2 per cent, which
is relatively small, but in contrast to the glacial change of the previous
centuries, it felt like a crisis.

This was an immigrant London. As the historian Steve Rappaport
explains, London had an unusually high mortality rate. “The expec-
tation of life at birth was 20 to 25 years in poor parishes,” he notes,
‘roughly one-half the life expectancy elsewhere in England.” It was
better to be born elsewhere; so many were. A growing city with a
high mortality rate can only be explained one way. Rappaport, again:
Tt is clear that the extraordinary growth of its population was due
entirely to immigration.” At the end of the sixteenth century 4,000
immigrants were arriving in London each year. The vast majority
came from elsewhere in England and these were, in the phrase of the
time, called ‘foreigners’: those like the Burbages a generation earlier,
coming to the city, where wages were better, particularly for skilled
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construction craftsmen. Those from other countries were called
‘strangers’, but they were fewer. In the early 1550s, apprentices trav-
elled an average of 115 miles when they moved to London. They
came from the Midlands and the North, from Wales. They were
young and male: because of the flood of young apprentices coming
in, there were more men than women in London. They were unmar-
ried, for an apprentice was not permitted to marry, and the women
were marrying at an average age of twenty-four.

This was an expensive London. Like the population, prices had
remained stable during the later fifteenth century and then in the
early years of the sixteenth century they began to rise. By the 1570s
a basket of standard foods cost three times what it had at the start of
the century, due to a rising population and frequently failing harvests.
Wheat doubled in price between the 1570s and the 1630s. Meat,
cream, poultry all cost starkly more each year. Wages rose less quickly,
which meant that it felt, for any individual, like they were being paid
less and spending more.

This was an unequal London. Cheap labour, a growing popula-
tion, rising prices: bad for many but good for some. The economist
John Maynard Keynes saw the last quarter of the sixteenth century
as unique. ‘Never in the annals of the modern world has there existed
so prolonged and so rich an opportunity for the businessman, the
speculator and the profiteer, he wrote in his Treatise on Money
(1934): ‘In these golden years modern capitalism was born.” London
was witnessing a classic bull market, with high liquidity, rising
consumption and what Keynes calls a ‘profit inflation’. Such an
economic moment is, Keynes notes, ‘almost certain to bring about a
more unequal distribution of wealth’, but he adds: “The offsets to be
considered on the other side are the spirit of buoyancy and enterprise
and the good employment which are engendered.” All of this was
excellent news for those in the building trades, and the food and
drink trades, and the entertainment trade; and most of all for those
who owned the land upon which new houses might be built.
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This was a London of new building regulations. In 1580 the
Crown prohibited the construction of any new building within three
miles of the City walls ‘where no former house had been known to
have been within living memory’. Construction was permitted only
on half-developed sites such as the old Holywell priory. So half-
developed sites were newly valuable; a falling down building was an
asset. The City aldermen sent out orders to the companies of carpen-
ters and bricklayers, banning their brothers from working on new
builds, and instructing them to report any such ‘annoyances’. The
building continued at such a rate that there were fears of a timber
shortage.

This was a London of a thousand changes and they were being felt
in Shoreditch. The thoroughfare of Bishopsgate ran a gentle north-
east past the City walls and out towards the parish of St Leonard’s,
where the Holywell site was. Along the way it passed through Norton
Folgate, where a dozen new tenements — three-storey, timbered, tall
and narrow — lined the road by 1576. Development accelerated in the
closing years of the 1570s. In March 1582 the road was re-covered in
new sand. There were small houses on each side of the road, with
slightly larger houses behind, and then the fields behind these. This
is known as ribbon development, as it flows in long thin lines next to
the main roads, but as the 1580s went on development started to
creep into the surrounding fields. There were garden plots and what
were known as ‘tenter yards’, where weavers stretched their cloths out
upon thin wooden frames. It was common to build in wood but the
big green fields that sat behind Bishopsgate — Lolesworth Field,
Spital fields — were filled with brickearth. This was stripped and fired
and because bricks were cheap and easily available this spurred the
development further and faster.

This was a London reflecting upon the whirl of change. In the
middle of the turbulent liquid 1580s, John Stow began compiling his
Survey of London. Stow was prompted by what he described as the
transformation of the surface of his city into ‘a continual building’, as
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if the change had no logic or meaning beyond the change itself.
Perhaps this is the characteristic experience of living in modern
times, whenever they may be. Stow tells, as an archetypal story, of a
row of tenements called the Crown Rents, which ran along the east
side of Bishopsgate and immediately to the south of the site upon
which the Theatre stood. These were once, he notes, ‘proper small
houses with Gardens for poor decayed people, there placed by the
Prior of the said Hospital’. Here the tenants paid a penny a year in
rent and on Christmas Day they dined with the prior. With the
dissolution the old world of charity was washed away. Falling into
disrepair, the almshouses were given the nickname ‘Rotten Row’,
and were sold on, Stow recounts, ‘to Russell a Draper, who new
builded them, and let them out for rent enough, taking also large
Fines of the Tenants, near as much as the houses cost him purchase,
and building’. Russell was a slum landlord and he underpaid even his
own workmen: ‘For he made his bargains so hardly with all men, that
both Carpenter, Bricklayer, and Plasterer, were by that Work undone.’
Stow concludes with a joke about the grasping Russell and how he
has ruined the neighbourhood: ‘In honour of his name, it is now
called Russell’s Row.’

This was a London telling stories of good and bad landlords. At
the Theatre the audience was laughing at Wilson’s The Three Ladies
of London. In the play Usury raises the rent on Conscience’s house
and stabs Hospitality to death. He is Rotten Russell; he is Giles
Allen; he is the creature of a grasping age which converted land to
cash and his only dream is accumulation. As the play makes clear, the
landlord’s hunger grows upon the swelling population. Simplicity, a
good country miller, moves to the capital to find preferment; Fraud
comes to the City too, but in search of entertainment. The names are
old but the story is current. More people means higher demand for
housing which means higher rent which means that some are blessed.
The merchant Mercadorus convinces the landlady Lucre that her
tenements are a golden opportunity. Rent them out to these new
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Londoners, he advises, and best of all are the most desperate. He calls
them ‘strangers’, which is the old term for foreigners, those from
other countries, for they will be, Mercadorus insists, ‘content / To
dwell in little room, and pay much rent’. Lucre smiles. “Truly I may
thank the strangers for this,’ she says: ‘that have made houses so dear,
whereby I live in bliss.’

But Burbage and Brayne were not landlords. They were tenants on
the Holywell property, and in 1581 and 1582 they were scarcely even
that. For at the end of September 1581, a huge debt fell due. An
acquaintance of Brayne’s — another grocer, named John Hyde — had,
a couple of years earlier, lent the two men a substantial sum: £125
and a few shillings. The loan was set up as a mortgage. As collateral,
Burbage and Brayne had offered the lease on the Holywell property,
and the deal was further backed by a bond for £200. When its term
ended, in the autumn of 1581, Burbage and Brayne found them-
selves unable to pay. Hyde was, it seems, a good and fair man; or
perhaps he saw that his only chance at retrieving his money was to
keep the playhouse open. ‘It was agreed on both sides, he explained
in a deposition a decade later, ‘that if the said Burbage and Brayne, or
either of them, did pay this deponent £5 a week till all the foresaid
mortgage money were paid with some reasonable consideration for
the forbearing of it, that then they should have their lease again.’ It is
a tight repayment schedule. At £5 a week it would take them six
months. Burbage and Brayne managed for four or five weeks, but
then the payments stopped, so by early December 1581, the lease
was forfeit to Hyde. It remained in his possession for close to eight
years, until it was returned to the Burbages in June 1589.

Perhaps Peckham had heard of their trouble, which was why he
chose the spring of 1582 to put the squeeze upon Burbage and
Brayne. His thuggery worked, to a degree, for in the early summer of
1582 Burbage and Brayne stopped paying rent to their landlord,
Giles Allen. The rent payments were due on quarterly feast days of
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the Christian year: the Annunciation, the birth of St John, the birth
of St Michael and Christmas. The second of these falls on 24 June,
but in 1582 Burbage and Brayne did not make the payment.

That spring, James’s older son Cuthbert was seventeen years old.
He was beginning to take an interest in the financial affairs of his
father’s business. In a deposition given years later he recalled the
challenging spring and early summer when Peckham’s men disrupted
the players, and added in a careful conditional that it may have had
an effect upon the regular payment of rent: ‘for which Causes if any
part of the rent were unpaid it may be this Complainant’s said father
detained some part of the rent in his own hands and did not pay the
same at the days limited’. Cautious, guarded Cuthbert: he was a man
comfortable with the small print, a man at ease with the conditions
of a lease, and he gave nothing away for free. Allen later testified that
he turned up at the playhouse to demand his rent, but was unable to
‘that way help himself for either the Doors and gates were kept shut
that he could not enter’.

The playhouse closed and the creditors circling: it looks like a
crisis. The spring and summer of 1582 were a scrappy season for
Burbage and Brayne, but now — when even the ground beneath his
teet was no longer his own — James Burbage decided to embark upon
an extensive project of rebuilding. After finishing work on the play-
house in 1577, the carpenters had simply stopped. Across the wider
site were half-ruined buildings. Immediately to the east of Burbage’s
small subsection was the carcass of the old priory. The lead had been
stripped from the roofs of the chapel and refectories but many of the
walls had been left, and had for forty years been slowly falling down.
There were a few two-storey buildings: black and white half-timbered
cottages, some with chimneys, some lacking roofs. The largest
building was the Great Barn, which stood immediately to the south
of the playhouse. It had once been an impressive structure, as its
name suggests: eighty feet long by twenty-four feet wide, made of
timber and tiled. But it was by 1582, as one carpenter later recalled,
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‘past ready to fall down’, and Burbage began here. James Burbage did
then cause the same Barn to be shored up, grouncelled, Cross beamed,
dogged together,” explained the carpenter, in a lovely flourish of
craftsman’s poetry. The groundsills are part of the foundations, so the
old barn must have been brought down and then reconstituted from
the ground up. Once it had been newly raised, the barn was shored
by a couple of stout timbers to the playhouse next to it. The old barn
had contained workshops, an abattoir, a store for a tavern and lodging
for at least one tenant. Burbage put eleven new tenements into the
barn, and for each of these charged twenty shillings a year rent.

In some ways Burbage was looking backwards, and finishing the
work that had not been done earlier. On the site there were piles of
building materials left over from the construction of the playhouse:
timber, lead, brick, tile, lime and sand, to the value of 100 marks. The
valuable materials had long since been stripped from the old priory,
but the less valuable stone had been left behind, which was useful for
filling foundations. Just as he was working with old materials, Burbage
called back the old team of builders. Brain Ellam — who had helped
to build the Theatre in 1577 — returned, bringing with him his
stepson Richard Hudson. Hudson was twenty-two, but not a formal
apprentice, so he assisted his stepfather with a little carpentry and
some bricklaying. Burbage’s workmen tended to be locals, and their
testimonies all emphasise that they knew him well. One labourer,
William Furniss, was a tenant on the site as well as worker on it.
These men were close, bound like a family, and doing easy summer
work: a team who know one another well, with tools in the sunshine,
finishing that which had been left unfinished five years before.

But in other, more significant ways the work of the summer of
1582 looked forwards: to possibility and the future, to a reinvention
that would become the true foundation of all that followed. It might
seem counter-intuitive that at such an uncertain moment, when the
lease was not in Burbage’s possession and seemed unlikely to return,
that he should embark upon such extensive redevelopment. He had
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a simple motive. The original lease, offered by Allen, stipulated that
Burbage should have the tenancy for twenty-one years, with the
possibility of extension after the first ten years on the condition that
Burbage had done improvements to the site, worth £200. In the
spring of 1582, Burbage was planning to ask Allen for an extension,
so he had to do the improvements. And he wished to extend the lease
because there was at last money coming in. Hyde’s arrangements
suggest that it was reasonable to expect a profit of £5 a week. Now
the playing companies were settling in London there was a steady
supply of performers, as well as a growing audience.

The spring and summer of 1582 were a paradoxical moment. The
repayment schedule offered by Hyde asked for repayment of £5 a
week. They agreed upon this: the figure struck informed contempo-
raries as reasonable, for nobody would agree to an impossible repay-
ment demand. Assuming forty weeks of playing each year — for there
was no playing in Lent, and frequent closures for plague and other
interruptions — this gives a total of £200. The historian Herbert Berry
notes that across the many testimonies collected about the Theatre
this number or something close to it recurs: the estimate that the
Theatre generated an income of £200 per year. Added to the £11
annual rent that Burbage would shortly receive for the new tene-
ments in the barn, this is substantial; the income from the new tene-
ments alone was close to the £14 annual rent Burbage owed Allen.
Burbage and Brayne were also able to raise capital for the develop-
ments. A couple of years later, a team of builders did two inspections
on the site and found that the repairs had cost £240. And yet Burbage
and Brayne were apparently unable or reluctant to pay their rent.
Worse, they elected not to repay the loan to Hyde until 1589, even
though each of these decisions put at risk their possession of the site.

Their liabilities outnumbered their assets. Burbage and Brayne
did not hold the mortgage on the site. They technically owned the
playhouse itself, but not the land upon which it stood, nor did they
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hold the lease upon it. And yet: the business was valued by highly
interested parties at perhaps £200 a year, which is — taking into
account all investments into the construction and running of the
Theatre — a return on capital of 29 per cent. Here is the oddity:
everyone wanted to invest in a business that had no obvious value.
Subtract current liabilities from current assets and what remains is
working capital. At the very least, Burbage and Brayne owed £200
and at least one rent payment of £3.5 to Allen. They were in a
position of negative working capital and yet they were investing
substantially more.

Every instinct must tell us this is bad. Common sense insists that
it is better to hold more assets than liabilities: this is positive working
capital. However: a business that has prepaid all its bills and owes
money to nobody might have assets on paper, but only because it has
sent all its cash to its suppliers and customers. The converse is equally
true. A business that owes people more than they owe it may have
negative working capital but is sitting on the cash that is coming in
and which has not yet been paid to its suppliers. It can therefore
create a chain and use the cash for other things. This is the witchcraft
of negative working capital, and most simply, it is a way of thinking
about time. By extending the repayment period — which is exactly
what Burbage and Brayne were doing with the Hyde mortgage —
they were turning a liability into a source of cash, and any increase in
cash flow increases the value of a business. Such an exercise depends
upon two factors: that the business is growing, with income coming
in; and a willing creditor. Perhaps it was a simple gamble: that Hyde
would not foreclose on the mortgage and shut down the Theatre.
Burbage has learned — perhaps he has intuited it — that it is better to
have an asset than to work for a wage. It is better to hold capital than
to pay your debts. It feels like a startlingly modern lesson, but it is
also brutal common sense, and the proof of it is the cash in your
hands. This is one of the curious moments when James Burbage
steps out of his age and into something closer to ours.
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Tenant into landlord; debt into cashflow: the summer was full of
quiet transformations. No copy of the original lease survives, but a
copy of the new lease offered by Burbage to Allen does, and it
included an odd clause, newly added. ‘It shall or may be lawful for the
said Giles & for his wife & family upon lawful request therefore
made to the said James Burbage his executors or assigns,’ ran the new
clause: ‘to enter or come into the premises & there in some one of the
upper rooms to have such convenient place to sit or stand to see such
plays as shall be there played freely without any thing therefore
paying.’ This seems generous, inviting Allen and his family to come
and see a play for free. But it was a coded, precise gesture. Allen hated
players and playing. The land was his, so the suggestion that he might
be granted permission skirts close to a tease. The clause converts a
landlord into a spectator. The gesture speaks: it says, in the voice of
James Burbage, that this is mine, that what happens here — who
comes, who goes — is my business.

The Burbage family was growing. The two boys, Cuthbert and
Richard, were seventeen and fourteen, and there were three girls —
Joan was perhaps eleven, Ellen was eight and Alice was six. Theirs
was a well-planned family, with the children born two or three years
apart, and they had been living for the past six or seven years in a
rented house close by in the parish. In 1582, as part of the wider
development of the site, James Burbage built them a home on the
other side of the Holywell plot, and perhaps 200 yards from the
Theatre. It was not grand. It likely followed a common plan, with a
kitchen and hall on the ground floor, built around a central chimney
stack, and bedchambers on the first floor. Above these were smaller,
low-ceilinged rooms beneath the roof. Perhaps some old tiles from
the priory were used as the floor in the kitchen, and the main mate-
rial of the house was brick, with some timber from the first floor. It
stood in the old cloister of the priory, and despite its recycled mate-
rials and ancient setting it was new. The same workmen who were
shoring up the barn and renovating the tenements across the
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Holywell site built the house for Burbage, and their testimonies
touch briefly upon it. ‘Almost all new from the ground, specifies the
deposition of Thomas Osbourne; a second testimony confirms that
it was new and had a second new house next to it.

In the summer of 1582, as the Burbages were building a home, a
small tragedy struck. The parish ledger at St Leonard’s church records
the burial, on 18 August, of their daughter Joan. That she died in late
summer suggests that the cause might have been plague. The family
had survived the previous year’s outbreak. Joan had passed the risk-
iest time of early childhood; the summer of 1582 was not a particu-
larly severe plague season. They might have felt that they were safe,
but it was not so. It is sometimes said that people of the sixteenth
century did not much care for their children, and that our senti-
mental attachment to childhood is a later historical construction. But
the poetry of this period expresses a deep clear grief for lost children,
and the Burbages were nothing if not tightly bound. Theirs was not
a family that let things go. The story of this summer is the story of
making a home in Shoreditch, and a daughter buried in the local
churchyard is one small strand of it. ‘For as much as it hath pleased
almighty God of his great mercy to take unto him self the Soul of our
dear sister, here departed,’ says the priest, as Joan’s body is lain in the
Shoreditch earth, ‘we therefore commit her body to the ground, earth
to earth, ashes to ashes, dust to dust.” The Burbage family went on
burying their sons and daughters here for decades to come, and they
went on acquiring local property long after the Theatre was gone.
Cuthbert lived in their house until 1610, while Richard lived nearby.
Half a century on, in the summer of 1636, Cuthbert and his wife
Elizabeth were buried in the local churchyard. By then, the Burbages
were rich and famous. They had risen to be landowners, landlords of
their own, but they never left Shoreditch.

At Holywell, the Burbages had a curious, amphibious status. They
were both tenants and landlords; they were twenty-year Londoners,
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not from here and yet far more local than the new arrivals washing
in. At the site of the old Holywell priory, John Stow noted that ‘many
houses have been builded for the lodging of noble men, of strangers
born and others’. So who were their neighbours in this shifting new
suburb? It is thanks to Edmund Peckham that we can answer. For
Peckham’s lawsuits of the 1580s failed, as did his attempts to retrieve
the property by force, but in a slightly mysterious turn, the Holywell
property returned from Allen to the Peckham family in the early
years of the new century. In 1612, Peckham’s son George sold the
Holywell property to an Essex knight, and the sale contract included
an indenture which listed all the inhabitants of the property. They
were the neighbours to the Theatre. We might picture at least a few
of them as witnesses to one or several of our brawls.

The 1612 indenture survives in a rustling cylinder of papers known
as a Close Roll in the National Archives in London. It names thirty
tenants who were either renting property on the site or had until
recently done so. There are five women — three widows and two wives
—and the remaining twenty-five men are named as the heads of their
households. Because a man’s work was considered part of his identity
their trades were often listed. There is a skinner and a doctor of physic
and the remaining men tend to have some tie — it is tempted to say
woven, to say knitted — to the cloth trade. We have Thomas Smith,
silkweaver; Robert Sissen, of the company of Merchant Taylors, and
his wife Joyce; five further silkweavers are named. Anthony Chock,
tenant of a new house recently built by George Peckham, had two
sons: one later appears in the records of the Goldsmiths’ Company,
and the other in the Clothworkers’. John Golborne — ‘Citizen and
Merchant Taylor of London’ - is named in his company’s records in
July 1593 when he bound an apprentice, the young John Fox. And
Fox then appears on the 1612 indenture as renting a property of his
own on the Holywell site. Of the twenty-five men named as living on
the Holywell site in 1612, a dozen were in the cloth trade, and a
turther ten were of unknown trade. Old Holywell priory was, then, a
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new neighbourhood of clothworkers for exactly the years of the
Theatre.

London’s economy was built upon wool. Historians estimate that
a third of the male labour force was engaged in activities connected
to the wool trade. They worked mainly in finishing the cloth, and as
the century went on more and more were in the business of exporting.
The cloth tended not to be woven in London, but was brought there
for finishing and then to be exported, most often through Antwerp.
By the end of the sixteenth century, 90 per cent of England’s cloth
passed through London. Specific professions tended to cluster in
neighbourhoods. There were apothecaries on Bishopsgate and
grocers on Bucklersbury, and in Shoreditch there were weavers. One
of the tenants on the Holywell site in 1576, when James Burbage
first leased it from Giles Allen, was a weaver named Edwin (or Ewen)
Colefaxe. He died in 1592 and was buried at St Leonard’s. Before
him, there are records of a clothworker and citizen named Sir John
Davis, who owned two tenements on the corner of Holywell Lane,
immediately to the south-east of the priory; he died in 1566. The
artillery ground a little further to the south, by Bishopsgate, where
the gunners from the Tower of London practised on Thursdays, was
still known as the teasel ground, after the teasels grown for use in
clothworking here in the 1520s. The old names of Shoreditch
preserve a longer history of clothworkers in the area. There was, for
example, Stocking Frame Alley on the west side of Bishopsgate.

By the 1560s and 1570s, the industry was changing. English cloth
was broadcloth — heavy, unfinished woollen cloth — and was starting to
look old-fashioned. The history of commerce is a history of hungers
and there was a new taste for lighter fabrics with lovely names: bays,
says, mockadoes. People wanted damasks, bright silks, the figurato
blend of silk and white spun yarn. The indenture specifies that six of
the tenants were ‘silkweavers’, which is a coded word: it points to luxury,
to shiny things, soft to the touch, things from abroad. In the late 1570s,
according to the official history of The London Weavers’ Company
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(1933), “Those engaged in the older arts of wool and linen weaving
were jealous of the ascendancy of the silk weavers. This is nicely euphe-
mistic for the jealousy had a racist inflection. The new fabrics required
specific skills in their manufacture, and those skills were famously
practised in northern France and Flanders: in Amiens, and Arras, and
among the French-speaking Calvinist Dutchmen known as the
Walloons. Beginning in the 1560s, northern European Protestants
were arriving in England. In 1567, the Spanish invaded what is now
the Netherlands, and in the years immediately following, their Catholic
army marauded its way across modern-day Holland, Belgium and
northern France. In 1572, Protestants across France were terrified by
the St Bartholomew’s Day massacre. And then in November 1576
Spanish troops sacked Antwerp: a thousand homes destroyed, eight
thousand dead. Each calamity sparked further immigration: first the
Walloons, then the French and then more Dutchmen. Collectively,
this became known as the first refuge, and these European immigrants
brought with them the word ‘refugee’, which entered the English
language from French at around this time.

In 1568, the City of London ordered a census of strangers. The
count — known as a ‘return’ — found 6,704 strangers in the City and
the liberties surrounding it. Twenty-five years later, another return
found the number to have remained more or less the same. These
numbers are low, as numbers on any census often are, so we might
guess at a true figure of closer to 10,000. Later, in what is known as
‘the second refuge’ of the 1680s, the new arrivals tended to be the
French Protestants known as Huguenots, but three-quarters of the
immigrants in the first refuge were from the Netherlands. Their
trades, writes the Huguenot historian Irene Scouloudi, ‘comprised
new or unusual activities for England such as varied kinds of cloth
making, especially those concerned with silk, tapestry, and lace’. A
third of them worked in the cloth trade, and all tended to work in the
luxury end of whichever was their trade. Luxury goods were less

regulated by the guilds.
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The strangers knew how to bake sugar and cut diamonds and
most of all they knew how to weave silk. They were not the first
foreign workmen in England. Flemish weavers had been invited in
by Edward III, 250 years before, and from the end of the fifteenth
century these were permitted to run their own workshops in the City.
But their numbers had been tiny, and the huge rise in immigration
from the 1560s led to new restrictions upon these strange workers.
They were taxed at double the rate of an Englishman. In 1574, an
Act of Common Council forbade English citizens to take as an
apprentice anyone whose father was not an Englishman. In 1585, the
Weavers’ Company passed a new injunction restricting admission to
the company to those who had done an apprenticeship, and it applied
also to the strangers. Without completing an apprenticeship, they
could not become citizens, and along with their work their place was
regulated. A new policy settled the strangers in specific cities and
restricted their trade to specific materials. At Canterbury, the stran-
gers were permitted to make bays and stammels but not kersies of
the English style; at Colchester they worked on bays and stays. There
were perhaps 4,000 Walloons in Norwich by the early 1570s, making
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a third of the population. In London, they settled in the eastern
wards, just inside and outside the walls. These areas were close to the
dilapidated chapel in the old priory of Austin Friars, just to the west
of Bishopsgate, where Dutch worship was permitted.

Among the tide of immigrants arriving in London, the number of
strangers — those from other countries — was relatively small. The
strangers comprised perhaps 4 per cent of the population of the City
and its suburbs, and their number remained constant through the
period. But difference is remarkable, even more so in times of change,
and these Walloon weavers were visible in the national trade. The
industry was in a separate but connected crisis. The same wars that
drove the strangers out of northern France and the Netherlands
threatened the major trading point. Antwerp was, in the 1570s, the
key entrepot for English wool; but following the sacking of the city,
Antwerp was closed to English merchants. The stranger weavers were
arriving, too, into a London in which a growing workforce meant a
declining demand for labour. For all these reasons, theirs was felt as
an outsize presence. In 1571 a group of Londoners presented to the
queen a complaint ‘against the great number of strangers in and about
this city’. It sings a sadly familiar song. “They are a commonwealth
within themselves,’ the Londoners lamented: “They keep themselves
severed from us in church, in government, in language and marriage.’

The complaints went on: that the strangers kept private shops,
and traded only among themselves; that even as they made money
they did not spend it here. In 1574 the Common Council issued its
own objection against these strangers who have ‘of late time in great
numbers come from parts beyond the seas and inhabited within this
realm and also in and near this city of London’. They were not to be
trusted, for they acted as ‘common colourers of strangers’ goods’,
which meant they were suspected of selling wares on behalf of aliens
barred from the retail trades. In 1593, the poet and buccaneer Sir
Walter Ralegh told the House of Commons that ‘the nature of the
Dutchman is to fly to no man but for his profit, and they will obey
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no man long’, and in each of these the same accusations recur. The
strangers speak in two tongues, doing one thing while saying another.
Having two nations, they can have none.

Welcomed in and yet restricted; needed and yet feared: Dutch-
born weavers were notorious in the immigration debates of this
moment. At Holywell in Shoreditch we have their names. Abraham
de Plew is listed on the indenture as tenant of a house with a garden.
Since 1550 Dutch Protestant refugees had been permitted to worship
in the nave of a dilapidated chapel which had once been part of
the old Augustinian priory of Austin Friars, just to the west
of Bishopsgate, and some of the records of this Dutch church survive.
In April 1579 one Martin Plugh was baptised here; there are also
families named Plovier, and Pluijmers, including several Abrahams.
This suggests that de Plew might be a transcription of a Dutch name;
and it suggests, too, that some of the tenants at Holywell kept them-
selves apart. For the Dutch church held to a stricter Protestant
worship than that offered at the parish church of St Leonard’s; that
might have been closer to de Plew’s taste. Another tenant on the
Holywell site was the silkweaver Samuel de Tewe, and this name
De Tew, or Theus, or Theeuws, appears in the records of both the
Dutch church at Austin Friars and St Leonard’s. Perhaps the De
Tewes were another Dutch family, of a similar name, but this suggests
that as the century wore on and as the strangers settled and began to
raise their families so they began to worship in the local church. A
girl named Sara De Tewe was buried at St Leonard’s in August 1612;
a boy named Thomas De Tewe married a girl with the almost comi-
cally English name Rebecca Sussex in April 1610. As the years passed,
the strangers married and buried their dead in the local church.

We can see a European weaver of the period in a woodcut by the
Swiss printmaker Jost Amman, whose Stindebuch (1568) or book of
professions pictures men — and a few women — at their trades. There
is a tailor, a brewer, a shoemaker and a weaver: a man sitting at a
loom, operating the foot-pedal, while a woman brings him a bundle
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of what looks like fine yarn. It is an image of work but it is also a
domestic scene: of co-workers who are man and wife.

The strangers of the 1560s were mainly Dutch, but following the
St Bartholomew’s Day massacre of 1572, more and more Protestant
immigrants arrived from France. Soon the Dutch church at Austin
Friars could not hold the growing congregation, and the immigrant
Protestant community in London split. The Dutch remained at Austin
Friars while the French worshipped at St Anthony’s on Threadneedle
Street, just to the south. At Holywell the French lived alongside the
Dutch. A silkweaver, Lawrence Sempier, was tenant of a house with
garden at Holywell,and the name is all over the records of St Leonard’s.
Between 1578 and 1593, seven of his children were baptised at the
local church, and he was buried there in 1622. In the indenture, the
Sempier household is listed next to another clothworking family
named the Fandrells, which might indicate that they were neighbours.
At St Leonard’s in June 1631, Ellis Semper — the grandson of Lawrence
— married Lucy Fandrill, or Fandrell, the girl next door.

They fled from wars in northern France and the Low Countries
to settle in Shoreditch and carry on their work. At Holywell, they
lived next to other new Londoners, those from across England and
Wales. The anti-immigrant voices said that these strangers kept
themselves apart, but the records of one patch of property in a new
suburb tell a different story. Here at Holywell the strangers married
their neighbours and baptised and buried their children in the local
church. In their study of early modern immigrants in England, the
historians Nigel Goose and Lien Luu estimate that by the start of
the seventeenth century 40 per cent of the Dutch and French popu-
lation of London had been born there. One child suggests a wider
story. Cuthbert Sempers was baptised at St Leonard’s in February
1615. He did not live long, for he was buried in the same churchyard
in September 1625, and he was grandson to Lawrence Sempier.

The name Cuthbert is not wholly unusual. Children named
Cuthbert were buried and baptised at St Leonard’s in 1589, 1601
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and 1635. But only one other lived on the Holywell site. The inden-
ture records that Cuthbert Burbage was living here, in a house next
door to another Frenchman, one Joseph Bardolf, until a few years
before 1612. For thirty-five years the Burbages were close neigh-
bours to the Sempers. It was common for a child at baptism to take
the name of a godparent. It is a leap, but a slight one, to suggest
that the newborn Cuthbert — the son and grandson of silk-weaving
strangers — was godson to Cuthbert Burbage. The Burbages were
landlords and tenants, foreigners and local, and in Shoreditch they
came to settle among the strangers.

The stranger is a cartoon danger. He has a funny name, and works in
cloth,and speaks a foreign language. Buried inside 4 Midsummer Night's
Dream is a small reminder. The buffoonish Bottom is, we are told
during the rehearsal, a weaver. He speaks good English but later when
he is transformed by a fairy’s prank he greets the fairies in lordly French.
‘Monsieur Cobweb, good monsieur,” he flirts: ‘Where’s Monsieur
Mustardseed?’ It is a Shoreditch joke: a friendly Walloon weaver, who
might be your neighbour, transported into the land of the fairies.

The opposite of a landlord is an immigrant. The opposite of a
landowner is a poacher, one who steals animals from land which
belongs to another. In 1580 Shakespeare was sixteen years old, and
still living in Stratford, where a small cluster of legends holds that he
fell in with what an early biographer called ‘ill company’. Inspired by
them, he poached a deer or two from a local landowner and justice of
the peace named Sir Thomas Lucy. Shakespeare was caught and
punished, and in revenge wrote a mocking ballad. Perhaps so; it is
colourful gossip. But later accounts do suggest that Shakespeare was,
if not a thief, opportunistic. This quality served him well in an age
that offered opportunities to those who knew where to look. It was
an age that rewarded a Burbage. The opportunistic Shakespeare, who
made free with other men’s property and who would rise to be a
landowner of his own, is the central character of all that follows.
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1 & 2. The City of London and its surroundings,
from an atlas of the cities of the known world
which was first published in 1572. Westminster is
to the left and the Tower of London is to the right.
The text notes that London is ‘famed amongst
many people for its commerce’. At the top, just to
the north-east of the walled City, is the suburb of
Shoreditch.



3. Richard Burbage (1568— 4. Will Kemp (d. 1610?) was a jester, dancer
1619) was the first actor and celebrity. It is likely that Shakespeare
to play Romeo, Hamlet, created the role of Bottom in A4 Midsummer
Othello and King Lear. Nights Dream for him.

5. Robert  Greene (1558-92) was
England’s first celebrity author. Although

his works were bestsellers, he was always

broke.

6. William Shakespeare (1564—
1616) is the most celebrated
writer in the world. But until the
late 1590s, he would have been

the least famous person on this
page.



7. The deposition of a carpenter named Brian Ellam, created in February
1592 as part of a lawsuit brought by one owner of the Theatre against the
other. Depositions were given verbally, in response to set questions known as
interrogatories, and were transcribed by a court clerk. Note the distinctive
signature at the end of the page.




8. The remains of the Theatre were discovered by
archaeologists in 2008. This was London’s first
purpose-built commercial playhouse and was
constructed in a suburb of the City known for new
property developments and workers in the cloth trade.
The site is now occupied, fittingly enough, by an estate
agent and a fashion designer’s workshop.

PROSPECT OF THE (HURCH OF S LEONARD SHOREDITCH.

9. St Leonard’s was the parish church and soon
became associated with actors and those in the enter-
tainment industry. The medieval church, pictured
here, collapsed and was rebuilt in the early eighteenth
century. Its bells are remembered in a nursery rhyme:

‘When I grow rich, Say the bells of Shoreditch’.



10. In the yard outside St Paul’s Cathedral stood an open-air pulpit known as
‘Paul’s Cross’. Huge crowds of Londoners would gather to hear official
announcements of doctrine, furious denunciations of London’s sins and attacks
upon the new playhouses. “The cause of plagues is sin,” preached Thomas

White in 1577. “The cause of plagues are plays.’



Your Honorsin all dutie,

William Shakefpeare,

11. The dedication to the poem ‘Venus and Adonis’ (1593) offered by
Shakespeare to Henry Wriothesley, third Earl of Southampton, is the first
appearance of Shakespeare’s name in print.

12. Robert Dudley, first Earl of
Leicester, was perhaps the most brilliant
courtier of the Elizabethan age. He
loved jewels, art and learning.

13. Henry Carey, first Baron
Hunsdon, was a privy councillor,
cousin to Queen Elizabeth, and
patron to Shakespeare’s playing
company, the Lord Chamberlain’s
Men.



14. “The Tudor carpenter used fitted
jointings of a variety and complexity
unapproached in today’s construction:
scarfings, notchings, coggings, dove-
tailings, housings, halvings, mortises and
tenons, joggles, bridles, wedgings, and so

on’ (Irwin Smith, 1952).

15. A speculative drawing of
the interior of the Theatre by
Walter C. Hodges. The highly

' ornate tiring house on the stage

\ was likely less decorative but the
three tiers of galleries and the
rough scale are accurate. At the
Theatre, the actors were close to
the crowd.




16. The penny paid for admission to the playhouses was dropped into a
ceramic money pot, or box, such as this. This is one possible origin for the
modern phrase ‘box office’, which refers to the income from a performance.
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‘The Apprentices

On a Monday afternoon in June an apprentice sleeps in Finsbury
Fields, just next to the low brick wall to the west of the Theatre. As he
snoozes upon the grass, another man passes. He has a fancy, unusual
name. A long letter sent from William Fleetwood, the Recorder of
the City of London, to Lord Burghley, the queen’s principal adviser,
gives the details of the scene. The older man was called Challes, but
he went by the nickname of Grostock, and this curious, slightly illeg-
ible detail suggests that Fleetwood knew him. Fleetwood, at least,
seems to know what Grostock was thinking. For, as he recounts,
Grostock considers himself a proper man, and the lazy scene irritates
him. He reaches out the tip of his boot to prod the sleeping appren-
tice upon the belly and once his foot meets soft flesh he turns his toe.
The apprentice jumps up, startled, and as the two men grapple a
crowd quickly gathers around them. There are many strolling in the
fields on this summer afternoon and they watch as the apprentice and
the gentleman scuffle. Fleetwood in his letter estimates a crowd of
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‘the number of 500 at the least’. He is surely exaggerating, but the
presence of an audience only enrages Grostock further. He is a
gentleman, he tells the watching crowd, and the apprentice before
him is a rascal. ‘Some there were, little better than rogues, that took
upon them the name of gentleman,” he shouts. They like to fashion
themselves so, but really they are no more than the scum of the world.

The City was on edge this Monday, 8 June 1584, for midsummer
was the season when the apprentices liked to kick off. A little summer
trouble was common. Some years it was worse and apprentices ended
up hanged. Most years the trouble was contained by the careful, close
apparatus of the Elizabethan state: extra night watchmen; summer
festivals cancelled. We might trace several causes. Perhaps it was a
response to economic uncertainty, or perhaps a legacy of the old
Catholic holy days which had been suppressed. Perhaps it was just
the warmer weather. Fleetwood was writing to Burghley to keep him
updated on the City’s preparations. The next day, Tuesday, the Privy
Council ordered a handful of arrests, as a precaution to keep the
peace.

On Wednesday a servant named Brown turned up at the Theatre.
He was wearing a blue coat and carrying a sword and had come
looking for something more than a show. At the playhouse door he
found a group of slightly scruffy apprentices gathering. ‘Certain poor
boys, handicraft apprentices’is how Fleetwood describes them. They
were training up as bricklayers, or carpenters. Brown started to mock
them for their poverty and their meagre trade, and they started to
shove, and as soon as the fight sparked to life Brown drew his sword
and struck one of the apprentices upon his left hand. Again, a crowd
gathered. This time Fleetwood estimates the crowd as a thousand,
and the only way he can even be close to correct is if the whole of the
audience inside the Theatre rushed outside to see the secondary
drama underway. There was blood on the ground and Brown fled.
He ran across the fields to Holborn, and hid in a tavern, where he
soon was found and arrested.
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Picture a sea of young men waiting. They are sleeping; they are bored,
and they are so many. The life of an apprentice in late Elizabethan
London was like this.

Perhaps 1,200 young men arrived in the City each year to begin
an apprenticeship. They were from the West Country, the Midlands
and the North, and their average age was eighteen and a half. By the
end of the century there were 15,000 apprentices in London: unmar-
ried young men, far from home. They were there to enter the great
system of apprenticeships and commence their working life, for it
was through apprenticeships that the livery companies regulated
access to the world of work. We cannot begin to understand how
work was imagined and arranged in the period without first under-
standing the structure of the system. It feels alien to us now, recalled
only in a much looser modern use of the word ‘apprenticeship’ to
mean vocational training, or working while learning. But in
Elizabethan London the system of apprenticeships was closer to a
religion, and one founded upon a very specific ideology of work, and
life, and the relation between the two.

It began with an oath. A young man — and it was almost always a
young man, although women were not barred from apprenticeships
—bound himself to an average of seven years of service under a master
of a particular trade. He would live in his master’s household. Here he
would be given meat, drink, clothing and lodging, but no pay, and in
return his master would train up the apprentice in his trade. And
while he was apprenticed in a specific trade — he was an apprentice
carpenter, or an apprentice weaver — he had little contact with the
company. He was focused, specifically and personally, upon his master.
There survives in the British Library a copy of an apprentice inden-
ture from a little later. This was the contract signed by an apprentice
at the outset of his term. For the term that he was bound ‘the said
Apprentice his said Master faithfully shall serve, his secrets keep, his
lawful commandments every where gladly do’. The master was a
surrogate God, or a stand-in father; the apprentice was an ideal child,
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bound and full of worship. He promised to play no cards or dice, not
to commit fornication or contract matrimony. He swore that ‘he shall
not haunt Tavern or Play-houses, not absent himself from his master’s
service day nor night unlawfully’. The master was his father now, and
the household was his family and his place of work.

The apprenticeship offered a place and a path. Once it was
completed the apprentice might join the company and once sworn in
he became a citizen of London: free to work, to participate in civic
life, to vote in elections. The livery companies originated in medieval
guilds, which had regulated craft and trades: they checked wages,
and the quality of workmanship. From the late fourteenth century, a
series of royal charters transformed the guilds into companies, so
these had a royal blessing but were really City institutions. The
twenty-six wards of London were each administered by an alderman,
and the court of the aldermen was the most important governing
body in London. Those aldermen were elected by the freemen of the
city, or the citizens. To become a citizen, one had to be a member of
one of the companies. And membership one of the companies almost
always depended upon the completion of an apprenticeship.

Apprenticeship was not the only path to citizenship. A young
man might buy his place in the company by a process known as
redemption, or he might claim his place by patrimony, if his father
had been a member of the company. But these routes were expensive
and rare. What was common, by contrast, was to serve an apprentice-
ship, and two-thirds of all men in sixteenth-century London did so.
To put it differently: of the fifty people who have so far appeared in
this book, twenty-three definitely served apprenticeships. A further
seven probably did, or at least began one. Nineteen probably did not,
or are unknown. The Earl of Leicester certainly did not.

The apprenticeship was a common system and a shared language;
it was a structure that bound and tied society together and most of all
it arranged the first steps of a working life. In A4s You Like It, Jacques
famously pictures the seven ages of man. He is the infant, mewling
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and puking; the schoolboy, whining with his shining morning face.
He is the lover, soldier, justice, the lean and slippered pantaloon; then
last of all a second child. Nowhere in this chronology is he an appren-
tice, which is because Jacques’s speech imagines a faraway, glamorous
world. But, as Catherine Belsey observes, each of the ages lasts
approximately seven years. The seven-year apprenticeship was the
foundation beneath each step. Even when they were not apprentices,
the logic and shape of the structure organised how the men of
sixteenth-century London understood and imagined their lives.

Beneath the system was a dream. It proposed an idea of goodness, and
meritocracy, which built up from the family to the state, and offered a
way of understanding the world and one’s place within it. But it was
also hard. The seven years of an average apprenticeship term repre-
sented an outsized portion of a man’s life in the city in which the life
expectancy was perhaps thirty. It was the kind of idea that sounds
most reasonable to the middle-aged for it depends upon keeping the
young in their place. ‘Until a man grow unto the age of 24 years, he
(for the most part though not always) is wild, without judgment, &
not of sufficient experience to govern himself, insisted the 1573
memorandum on the Statute of Artificers, which regulated the length
of the working day, rates of pay and the structures of training. Between
March and September the working day began at five in the morning
and lasted until seven or eight in the evening, with short breaks for
meals and half an hour for a sleep. In the winter months it ran dawn
to dusk. It was exhausting, which explains why the apprentice in
Finsbury Fields was sleeping in the middle of the afternoon. A thou-
sand new apprentices were bound each year in London and between
half and two-thirds of them never finished the full term.

The apprenticeship system promised advancement. If you are
willing to make your time someone else’s for a while, it says, then you
too shall have a place at the top. But everyone knew that the system
was rigged and its promise of rising was at best half true. It certainly
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did not offer opportunity equally to all. ‘Men of certain trades and
occupations’, instructs the Statute of Artificers, ‘cannot take any to
apprentice but his son or the child of such as may dispend by land
forty shillings yearly.” The restricted occupations were the goldsmiths,
the drapers and the merchants who trafficked beyond the seas, and
the Statute made explicit that the condition had been ‘enacted so that
gentlemen or others of living might have some convenient means to
bestow and place their younger sons in the common wealth to live in
reasonable countenance and calling’. Other occupations were open to
all, including those lowlier, more manual trades which the gentleman
at the Theatre had mocked: the plasterers and carpenters, the brick-
layers and the thatchers, the weavers of wool.

Those apprentices were not supposed to be at the Theatre. In
1582, the companies circulated a mayoral order that warned members
of the companies not to ‘suffer any of their servants, apprentices,
journeymen or children to repair or go unto any plays, prizes, or
interludes’in the City or its liberties. This was not — or not simply —
because the playhouse was sinful but because it raised the terrifying
spectre of idleness. ‘By the daily and disorderly exercise of a number
of players & playing houses erected within the City, the youth thereof
is greatly corrupted,” complained the Lord Mayor in a characteristic
letter of 1592 to the Archbishop of Canterbury, and this leads to ‘the
prentices & servants withdrawn from their works’. The two worries
are neatly braided as into a single rope: immoral playhouses and
work-shy apprentices. Following another — and more bloody — set of
apprentice riots, of July 1592, a pamphlet called 4 Student
Lamentation that Hath Sometime Been in London an Apprentice was
published. In the voice of a regretful apprentice who has slipped from
the path of goodness, it addressed those who might also fall. “You
slumbering idle persons, whose life about the City is but a dream,’ it
admonishes, and insists: “The root of all evil is idleness, and idleness
is your only exercise.’ The Theatre looked like the opposite of work
and its proper places. Here the City’s discontents surfaced in their

108



THE APPRENTICES

most colourful forms. An apprentice sleeping on a summer after-
noon; the rage of a gentleman: everywhere we look we find the signs
of a world that is ready to change.

In the summer of 1584 a youngish man named Richard Hudson
was doing some carpentry for the Burbages on the Great Barn. After
the renovations of a couple of years earlier, the properties on the site
required ongoing upkeep, and James Burbage called in a handful of
carpenters and labourers for a few months each year. The men who
first built the playhouse were ageing. James’s brother Robert was ill,
and he died before the end of the summer; he was buried in his
parish church of St Giles Cripplegate in the middle of August. Brian
Ellam had turned fifty and started handing his work over to his
stepson. Richard Hudson, son of Ellam’s wife, was twenty-three years
old. The Burbages went on hiring Hudson: they called him back to
do repairs and an inspection in 1585 and 1586. Later, he was very
likely one of the men who dismantled the playhouse. Later still he
would build a new house for another member of the company by
their next playhouse, the Globe. Richard Hudson worked for the
Burbages for more than thirty years and this summer he was starting
out.

Hudson was exactly the kind of worker that the Burbages liked.
He was young and well trained and most of all he was loyal to them
even as he was not, strictly speaking, one who played by the rules.
Later, Hudson was called up before the Court of the Carpenters’
Company. They wished to know why he, whose name appears
nowhere in the records of the company as serving his apprenticeship,
should apparently be working as a carpenter in London. In a marvel-
lously petulant deposition given on 17 February 1608, Hudson
‘confessed before this Court that he was never apprentice to any man
but learned his trade where he could’. Where he could: Hudson did
not say it, but he learned his trade at Holywell, under his stepfather,
working for the Burbages. While slightly unorthodox, this was tech-
nically permitted, for he was, he explained, the son and grandson of
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a member of the Company of Bricklayers, and through his dead
father had the right to claim the freedom by patrimony. So while
formally a bricklayer he had worked throughout his career as a
carpenter. It was unusual enough that the company wished to inves-
tigate. But Hudson’s improvisations did not stop here. For, he added,
he had taken on two apprentice carpenters of his own, and one of
them was married. The court was perplexed but officially unable to
do anything, so the hearing ended here, on Hudson’s flourish. There
were some who kept the apprentices down; who beat them into their
place. And there were some who were inventing a new place of their
own, within the old structures of work.

In the market town of Stratford-upon-Avon in the summer of 1584
William Shakespeare was living at home, in his father’s house on
Henley Street, with the glovers’workshop next door. He was married.
He had a one-year-old daughter and his wife was pregnant with
twins. He was twenty years old and he had not, as far as we know, yet
written a word. Youthful love, rash lust, a seduction one way or the
other: there is so much space for speculation about Shakespeare’s
marriage to Anne Hathaway. But most immediately, it had the effect
ofbarring the young Shakespeare from an apprenticeship. Apprentices
were not permitted to marry; a married apprentice was fined, and
might enter the company only through redemption, which was enor-
mously expensive. Most of all, an apprenticeship was a seven-year
promise that Shakespeare could not afford. He had a young and
growing family and needed to provide for them.

Shakespeare at twenty was the perfect age to begin an apprentice-
ship, which is what the young men of Stratford did. They did not go
to university. They bound themselves to a trade. Shakespeare’s
contemporary Richard Field — who would later publish Shakespeare’s
poems — was bound to a stationer in London in September 1579 and
he in turn bound his own younger brother. The son of a Stratford
glover was bound to a stationer in 1577; another, the son of a tailor,
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in 1583. These were the boys Shakespeare knew from school. After
finishing school at sixteen or seventeen, some of them stayed in
Stratford while those with the widest horizons moved to London.
Perhaps 150 young men from the Midlands took the journey south
to find fortune each year, which means a handful from Stratford. For
each it must have felt like the grandest adventure, but it was ordinary.

Shakespeare’s first biographies, which began to be assembled
seventy or eighty years after his death, mention a rumour of an
apprenticeship. In 1681 the antiquarian John Aubrey asked around
in Stratford and was told that Shakespeare’s father had been a butcher
and that the young Shakespeare followed him. ‘When a boy he exer-
cised his father’s Trade,” Aubrey reported, ‘but when he killd a Calf,
he would do it in a high style, & make a Speech.” That word ‘boy’
might mean a youth but it also means a servant, a junior worker or
more precisely an apprentice. In 1693 a tourist was being shown
around the church and asked the parish clerk after Stratford’s famous
son. “This Shakespeare was formerly in the town bound apprentice
to a butcher,” he was told. It seems unlikely — young Shakespeare,
playing at butchery — but it was not exceptional. For, as Aubrey
continues, “There was at that time another Butcher’s son in this
Town, that was not held at all inferior to him for a natural wit.” The
other butcher’s boy was Shakespeare’s equal, Aubrey reports: ‘his
acquaintance & coetanean,” using the old word for contemporary,
‘but died young.’

Shakespeare’s father sat on the parish council with a butcher
named Ralph Cawdrey. In his will, Shakespeare mentions one
Richard Tyler, who was the son of a butcher. Young Shakespeare, that
is, knew the local butchers, and that there was a second, witty butch-
er’s boy hints that this was something like a skit. A little blood on the
floor, the knife raised high: some biographers have suggested that
here is a trace of an old dramatic set-piece among the amateur
folk players of the time, known as ‘mummers’, who performed
simple costumed plays in the street. If so, the anecdote gives us a
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glimpse of Shakespeare in the act of transposing a stage routine into
the workshop.

Shakespeare’s father was not a butcher but a glover, as is well
documented in other local records. The confusion is understandable,
for the two trades shared some things: knives and animal skins. But
we might read the anecdote as a parable instead of a biography and
see how it catches something essential to the world of work.
Apprenticeships were by far the commonest route into work, and
into manhood. It was deeply unusual that Shakespeare did not do
one, but here perhaps is a trace of an aborted apprenticeship: a might
have been, a counterfactual, a path not followed. What we are
thinking about when we think about apprenticeships is possibility,
and potential, either cut short or permitted to flourish. The other
butcher’s boy got left behind in an early grave in Stratford while
young Shakespeare — twenty, married, with children, and needing
work — went on.

Aubrey tells another anecdote, perhaps best seen as the twin to
this one, about Shakespeare’s greatest rival and contemporary, the
playwright Ben Jonson. As a young man, Aubrey recounts, Jonson
was laying a wall of bricks at Lincoln’s Inn in London with his step-
tather, who was a bricklayer, and while he worked he declaimed lines
from Homer aloud. A passing lawyer, on his way to the Inns of Court,
heard him and on the spot decided to pay for Jonson to go to univer-
sity at Cambridge. The unlikeliest elements of the story are true.
Jonson did indeed train as a bricklayer, gaining his freedom through
the Worshipful Company of Tylers and Bricklayers. He did, too,
study at Cambridge, while his plays borrow heavily from classical
models. Both these anecdotes are origin stories, and they are equally
about the origin of a writer and the origin of his works. Shakespeare
and Jonson, in these apprentice snapshots, were notably not idling
off from work to write poems quietly in the corner. They were at
work. Because they were laying bricks or cutting a carcass the poetry
came.
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What they also shared was restlessness. These were young men
with a destination. In the anecdotes, Jonson was already in London
but Shakespeare was not. Shakespeare’s first biographer was Nicholas
Rowe, in 1709, and his version of the life is a haze of romantic half-
truths and gossip. For Rowe, what prompted Shakespeare’s exit from
Stratford was that wild trouble involving the local landowner, a little
poaching, a whipping and a revenge ballad. It might be so. Or we
might see his trajectory as a commoner one, and suppose that the
young Shakespeare, twenty and twenty-one, followed the tide of
apprentices to London. Once there he headed to a playhouse. He
would work there for the next fifteen years. Rowe: ‘He was receivd
into the Company then in being, at first in a very mean rank, as
Serviture, for what was he at this time, for all his Promise, but a
Butcher’s Prentice run away from his master?” He needed money and
had a quick wit; he spotted a need. ‘At that time Gentlemen were
accustomed to ride to the Playhouse,’ Rowe reports, so ‘Shakespeare,
driven to the last Necessity, went to the Playhouse door, and pickd
up a little Money by holding the horses of those who had no serv-
ants.” Shakespeare was at the Theatre door, among the waiting
apprentices. Like them, he was restless. He did not want to be a
glovemaker. Unlike them he had no trade nor path laid out before
him, so he had to invent one.

We cannot know exactly when Shakespeare arrived in London. His
biographers tend to assume that he was in Stratford for the baptism
of his twins Hamnet and Judith in February 1585. Their birth indi-
cates that he was — to put it politely — in Stratford and with his wife
in the spring of 1584. But the parent plays only a small role in the
baptism rite in the English Church, and there is no record of whether
he was present that day or not. This year or next is the beginning of
what his biographers know as the lost years. For between now and
September 1592, when he was named in a gossipy slander in London,
we have no secure record of Shakespeare’s whereabouts. It was a
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four-day walk from London to Stratford; perhaps he occasionally
returned to see his young children; we simply do not know. Working
backwards, we know his destination. By the end of the decade he was
an established figure in the world of London playhouses. It matters
less when Shakespeare got here than where he got to: the old
monastic precinct of Holywell, where the Theatre stood. Later,
Shakespeare would prefer to live within the walls of the City, in a
quiet close off busy Bishopsgate. But when he first settled in London
he likely chose to rent a room outside the walls. ‘Lived in Shoreditch’
says John Aubrey, on reliable testimony. His great fortune — perhaps
his greatest fortune — was to arrive here. For several interconnected
reasons, Shoreditch made him.

First, Shoreditch was a suburb of London. The merchants were
concentrated inside the City walls, which was a well-regulated world;
it had to be, for there was little space. Outside the walls it was noisier
and busier. Certain trades had been forced out to the suburbs: the
feltmakers, the leatherworkers, the tallow chandlers, all the smellier
occupations. After the merchants of the City and the aristocrats of
the West End here was what the economic historian A.L. Beier has
called ‘a third London’. In these edge zones ringing the city produc-
tion and manufacture were on the rise. There was space,and London’s
new arrivals were settling here.

The new arrivals — the silk-weaving Walloons and the apprentices
washing in from the Midlands, from the North — were in turn
changing the city they found. Half a century before, the livery compa-
nies had responded to London’s growing population by relaxing the
extensive requirements and admitting more men to the freedom. By
the middle of the century, three-quarters of London’s adult men were
freemen. The privileges were no longer so special, and the old system
was starting to decline. As immigration continued, and the popula-
tions swelled, it was no longer sustainable. In 1600, apprentices made
up 15 per cent of the population of London; in 1700, they were 4 or
5 per cent. And it was in this third London that apprenticeships
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began to trail off. ‘Broadly speaking, this development involved a
change in the mode of production from the regulated system of the
medieval guilds to something like a free-market situation,” writes
Beier. ‘Not all of London was affected, for the guilds remained vital
institutions within the walled city. The mainspring of the shift was
the growth of production outside the city walls and outside the guild
system.” In Shoreditch, the old systems and structures that once had
knitted a society together were beginning to unravel.

Second, Shoreditch was a liberty. We have already met Richard
Hudson, the carpenter who was not really a carpenter, the apprentice
who was never an apprentice. His career seems a flagrant abuse of the
regulations but he was permitted such flexibility because of where he
worked. As an old monastic precinct, Holywell was what was known
as a ‘liberty’. This is an evocative term but it has a technical history.
As part of their authority to regulate work, the livery companies had
been granted the power of search, which meant the authority to
inspect workshops and places where work was being performed. A
1523 Act of Parliament had given the companies regulation over all
craftsmen within two miles of the City walls. But with the dissolu-
tion of the monasteries, all authority over the monastic districts had
reverted to the Crown. Within these former monastic precincts,
therefore, the companies did not have the power of search. Here was
a rare place where a married man might take several jobs and work a
little more freely.

Third, and most broadly: Shoreditch might be on the edges but it
was still London. According to what was known as the ‘Custom of
London’, which was really a loosely defined but closely guarded set
of late medieval habits and de facto agreements, a man freed to one
trade had the right to practise another. The point was to be a company
man; the actual trade was less relevant, as Richard Hudson insisted.
This flexibility underpins a variation upon the system which seems
arcane to us. As the historian David Kathman has uncovered, young
actors bound themselves to company men in proxy apprenticeships.
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As Kathman writes, “The London livery companies played a crucial
role in the economics of the professional theatre, particularly its
apprentice system.’

There are numerous examples. John Heminges, who would later
compile the First Folio of Shakespeare’s works, was apprenticed to a
grocer while he worked as a boy actor. When he gained his freedom he
bound ten apprentices of his own, who he then trained as actors. The
actor and goldsmith Andrew Cane bound an apprentice, Ellis Worth,
who later described his apprenticeship as follows. He had been bound,
he said, ‘for a Certain number of years to Learn the trade of A Goldsmith,
and in these years ‘he this Deponent Did usually Act & play parts of
Comedies & Tragedies in the time of his Apprenticeship’. The appren-
tice actors played female roles; later they moved into male roles. There
is no necessary connection between the trade or the company and the
young actor except, perhaps, the ties of friendship and neighbourhood.
The actor Robert Benfield, of the King’s Men, was made free by Rhys
Morris of the Clothworkers in 1608. Morris was neighbour to the
Burbages on the Holywell site, so it seems likely that he had done them
a favour by taking on the young Benfield as apprentice.

In the summer of 1584 Richard Burbage was sixteen. He was just
old enough to begin an apprenticeship. Half a century later his
brother Cuthbert would refer in passing to Richard’s ‘35 years pains,
cost, and Labour’ of work as an actor. Richard died in 1619. If we are
to take Cuthbert at his word, Richard began as an actor in 1584. If
so, he likely bound himself to another trade. We have no evidence.
But as an older man, Richard bound as apprentices of his own two
young actors. The first was Nicholas Tooley, who witnessed Richard’s
will, and who referred then to ‘my late Master Richard Burbage’. The
second was Richard Robinson, who would later marry Burbage’s
widow. Again, it was entirely common for a rising apprentice to do
so. Perhaps these young actors were bound to different trades while
they trained up on the stage. Or perhaps they were, like everybody
else, falling back upon the old vocabulary and the old words which

116



THE APPRENTICES

indicated a way of arranging the world and the workers within it. A
young man apprentices as an actor by acting as an apprentice.

The old structures may go —and they were fading here in Shoreditch
— but what they leave in their wake is a language. Sometimes it looks
strange, out of place; sometimes it crops up by surprise. In A
Midsummer Night's Dream the weaver Bottom is enchanted by the
fairies, who turn his head into that of an ass. This half-man, half-
beast returns to his fellows. ‘Bless thee Bottom, bless thee! cries
Quince, in surprise, and: “Thou art translated.” That word ‘translated’
is conventionally glossed as something like transformed or changed,
but it has a secondary and specific meaning within the livery compa-
nies and the structures of work of Elizabethan London. That meaning
is lost to us but it was current — and a key part of the joke — for the
play’s first audiences. In the account books of the Carpenters’
Company there is a note of a receipt of twelve pence paid in November
1581 by Robert Burbage to ‘translate’ an apprentice, one William
Galardie, from another master. In the summer of 1596, Peter Street
translated an apprentice, and paid the same fee, and the term refers to
the transfer of an apprentice between masters. Bottom is translated
from one master to another, and from the human to the fairy world,
just as the ghost grammar of work is being translated into play.

In case we miss the joke, the play repeats it later, but differently.
Bottom has gone missing, into the land of the fairies, and his fellow
actors are looking for him. ‘Out of doubt he is transported,” says
Starveling, sadly. The term is specific. On 8 July 1578 John Griggs,
who helped to the build the Theatre, was ‘transported from the Company
of the butchers to this Mystery’, according to a note in the records of
the Carpenters’ Company. Transported here describes the movement
of an apprentice from one company to another and again the old words
for the old structures are brought back to life in the world of play.

It was common to serve an apprenticeship so let us see Shakespeare as
common. Let us imagine his name upon that indenture, bound for a
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term of seven years to learn the art and mystery of playwriting. In 1584
he was nineteen and twenty. He was young to be married and old to be
setting out, but not troublingly so; plenty were his age and not yet bound.
He promised to serve faithfully: to keep the secrets and do no damage.
He was haunting playhouses, certainly. We do not know about the
games of cards and dice. He had contracted matrimony, but there was
not necessarily any fornication. His apprenticeship was not with a single
master —indeed, it would have several phases —but he was ready to learn.

The Queen’s Men were playing at the Theatre throughout the
1580s and watching them there was Shakespeare’s first training. The
titles of the Queen’s Men’s plays are familiar for a very simple reason.
The Troublesome Reign of King John; The Famous Victories of Henry V;
King Leir, The True Tragedy of Richard IIT: of the nine surviving plays
we know were performed by the Queen’s Men, Shakespeare later
rewrote four into plays of his own. ‘Shakespeare knew the plays of
this company better than any company but his own,” note Scott
McMillin and Sally-Beth MacLean, and “The plays of the Queen’s
Men are the largest theatrical source of Shakespeare’s plots.” In the
following years he went to work on these old plays. He gutted them;
he turned them inside out. He switched their plots; he stole the
beams and reassembled each into something new.

Here is one example of his craft. The Troublesome Reign of King
John is characteristic of the company’s offering: a large-cast history
play, upon a Protestant theme; a little jingoistic. There is a saucy nun
and a lying friar. Some of it is in iambic pentameter but it is not end-
stopped, so it is written in verse paragraphs. Like the other plays listed
above, it is anonymous. When it was printed, in 1591, the title page
boasted that it had frequently been played by the Queen’s Men in
London, so we can assume that it was a popular play of the late 1580s.

Shakespeare cut much of what makes The Troublesome Reign
distinctive. He junked the nun and the friar and end-stopped the verse.
He added soliloquies, notably to the mocking character known
throughout as ‘the Bastard’, who speaks last in acts 1 and 2 and
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threatens to derail the whole. More interesting than what he changed
is what he kept. As Chambers notes, Shakespeare follows 7he
Troublesome Reign ‘pretty closely as regards historical events, the selec-
tion of scenes, and even the logical run of many of the dialogues’. He
puts it lightly, for what makes Shakespeare’s treatment so uncanny is
that he followed its structure exactly. In each of his new scenes, he
included the same characters, more or less, as in the original. They talk
about the same things, more or less. But the words themselves are
different. There is one identical line, and another that differs by one
word, but in 150 places Shakespeare picked up a word or phrase and
used it in a different context. There is something cool about the
method, and reading the two plays side by side is chilling, like watching
one of those wasps that hatch out of the brain of a larger, slower animal.
Shakespeare’s play is a parasite that feeds only on the diet of its prede-
cessor and yet it makes from the old stuff something wholly new.
Shakespeare did not generate his own raw materials. Few workers
do. It is what he did with the materials supplied by another that
makes him distinctive. In The Troublesome Reign, the king commands
his servant Hubert to murder a boy he has taken captive. “Then
Hubert, as thou shortly hear’st from me,’ says the king, ‘So use the
prisoner I have given charge.’ It is a euphemism, and we know full
well what it means. Shakespeare’s John does the same thing differ-
ently.‘Good Hubert, Hubert, he begins: ‘T'll tell thee what, my friend,
/ He is a very serpent in my way.’ He adds: ‘Dost thou understand
me?” and of course we do, but it is not enough and Shakespeare
expands the unsaid death sentence out into a line that simultane-
ously maximises and minimises it to the greatest possible degree:

King John: Death.

Hubert: My lord.

King John: A grave.

Hubert: He shall not live.
King John: Enough.
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That which is unsaid is said; that which is said is unsaid. To take a
wholly different metaphor, Shakespeare reversed the magnetic field
of the original. In The Troublesome Reign the grieving Constance,
whose child has died, is close to wordless. ‘Must Constance speak?’
she asks piteously. ‘Let tears prevent her talk.’In Shakespeare’s hands
the moment becomes an opportunity for a set-piece which is perhaps
the most famous speech from the play. ‘Grief fills the room up of my
absent child, / Lies in his bed, walks up and down with me,” the
queen laments. “Then have I reason to be fond of grief”

He was learning how it could be done, beat by beat, from the
inside. If it sounds a little like a schoolboy exercise, it is perhaps
because it was. At school in Stratford he had been taught to take a
classical text and make it new in a brilliant paraphrase, or an expan-
sion, in the rhetorical techniques known as amplificatio and copia.
The handbook of cgpia commonly used in Elizabethan schools was
by the humanist Erasmus, and it famously gives 195 variations on the
same drab sentence. ‘Learning by rote, writing according to rhetorical
formulas, reproducing the sententiae and the beauties of classical
authors, the work of imitation,” notes Jonathan Bate: ‘these funda-
mentals of Elizabethan education exercised a profound influence on
Shakespeare’s writings. This was his schooling, back in Stratford, and
then in Shoreditch he went to work, doing the old things differently.
Later, the playwright John Webster — who himself learned much
from the older Shakespeare — praised Shakespeare for what he called
‘copious industry’. He meant the richness of Shakespeare’s lines, in
the modern meaning of the word: copious as multiple, as rich, close
to endless. But the compliment also contains an older meaning, of
copia, the schoolboy trick. In the 1580s Shakespeare’s schoolroom
was the Theatre where he watched the Queen’s Men play.
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The Unbound Man

It is the evening of Sunday, 14 June 1584, and James Burbage is at
home close by the Theatre. After the apprentice scuffles of last week
the past couple of days have been quiet. But this evening a messenger
arrives with a summons from William Fleetwood, Recorder of the
City of London. Burbage knows full well what this means: that he will
be called to the Lord Mayor’s Court, upon which Fleetwood serves as
judge, made to promise that playing at the Theatre will stop, and kept
in his place with the threat of a heavy fine. His response is quick. He
certainly will not, he replies, and sends the messenger away with a
blast. Tell Fleetwood, Burbage declares, that he is ‘Hunsdon’s man,
and he would not come’. He has, he insists, the favour of a great
nobleman, Henry Carey, the first Lord Hunsdon, and instead of the
City officials he will pay a visit to his lord in the morning.

What Burbage does not know is that powerful forces are moving
against him. Earlier that day the Lord Mayor has sent two aldermen
to see the Privy Council at Whitehall. He wishes to express his usual
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grave concern at the rowdiness of the playhouses and their audiences
and in light of the recent brawls calls for ‘the suppressing and pulling
down of the Theatre and the Curtain’. That the Lord Mayor calls for
both a temporary suspension and a permanent pulling down reveals
the scope of his ambition as well as what he might reasonably expect.
He hopes for much but knows he might not get all; like Burbage, he
is familiar with this game. In the Privy Council chamber, debate
ensues. The popular Charles Howard, second Lord Effingham, speaks
against the ban on playing. Howard was, a couple of months earlier,
made Lord Chamberlain, a role that gives him responsibility for
arranging royal entertainments. He has also for the past decade been
patron to his own playing company; his players are on tour but they
are looking to settle in the London playhouses. For all these reasons
Howard is inclined to keep the playhouses open. With Howard a
second voice is raised in favour of the players: that of Howard’s deputy,
Sir Christopher Hatton, who falls in with his boss. The lords delib-
erate, although not for long, and return with the usual compromise.
They sign a letter which commands the suspension of playing at, but
not the destruction of, the Theatre and the Curtain. Fleetwood sends
the letter on to the players in Shoreditch, and all might be satisfied
that they have played their customary roles in a long-running drama.

What follows in this otherwise routine episode is an odd swerve
which reveals that all the participants are, even when they seem most
sure, only improvising. The playing company at the Curtain this
week is Arundel’s Men, and they immediately stand down. They are
sensible. Their patron the Earl of Arundel and his wife are under
house arrest for suspicion of conspiracy against the queen. Arundel
has been planning to flee the country; soon he will be betrayed once
more, arrested and sent to the Tower of London. This is not a moment
for his players to look for any trouble. At the Theatre is a more confi-
dent company. The Queen’s Men have been performing here all
summer, and they have the royal favour, and while they agree to a
pause in the playing they are also ever so slightly reluctant. The
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leading actor of the company, who is described in Fleetwood’s report
as ‘the chiefest of her highness’ players’, advises Fleetwood to follow
up with Burbage. Burbage is, the player explains, ‘the owner of the
Theatre’ and ‘a stubborn fellow’: stubborn enough, he adds, that he
will almost certainly ignore the command, and to make him comply
Fleetwood will have ‘to bind him’.

“To bind him’ a common Elizabethan practice for keeping the
peace. A little like bail, a wrongdoer was forced to behave properly
under threat of the forfeit of a substantial fine. This is not the first
time Burbage has been coerced into good behaviour but it is a curious
gesture nonetheless. The Queen’s Man is selling out Burbage, but
even as he does so he is acknowledging a wider truth about the marshy
world of playing. It is not the queen, not the lords, not Howard or the
Lord Mayor: the player is saying that the man who truly runs the
show and the only one able to make it stop is James Burbage.

All this business is backdrop to Fleetwood’s summons, and
Burbage’s response only confirms the player’s suggestion: that
authority here is up for grabs and has been grabbed by Burbage. On
that Sunday evening Fleetwood’s first messenger returns with
Burbage’s boast, and Fleetwood sends a burlier figure called ‘the
under-sheriff’. Burbage agrees to come. He walks the mile down
from Shoreditch to Fleetwood’s office in the City. ‘At his coming he
stouted me out very hasty, writes Fleetwood, in his report, using a
splendid old word for something like brazen defiance. Burbage
insists, again, that he is Lord Hunsdon’s man, and he is therefore
protected. Burbage is running hot but Fleetwood’s patience is thin-
ning. With a flourish, Fleetwood takes the letter, signed by Hunsdon
and the other lords, and hands it to Burbage. ‘I showed him my Lord,
his master’s hand, and then he was more quiet,’ wrote Fleetwood.

There is a lovely dramatic irony to their encounter. Fleetwood knew
what Burbage did not, which was that Hunsdon had signed the letter
from the Privy Council which called for the closure of the Theatre.
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That Burbage did not know reveals much of Burbage and, equally, of
the world that surrounded him. It is sometimes tempting to see only
the narrows of this history: to see it only as a drama about and around
the playhouses, a drama in which Burbage was a major player. It did
not look that way to the lords. They imagined themselves as the only
heroes, and Elizabethan aristocrats liked to dress up in the old
costumes — shining armour, bright badges — of the chivalric age
before them. Perhaps he hated to do so, but Burbage began to
acknowledge his subordinate status. I am Lord Hunsdon’s man, he
said, and what he meant was, my words have weight only because I
am tied to him.

Henry Carey, first Baron Hunsdon, was a courtly figure: martial,
lavish, subtle. There is a portrait of him: long face, black velvet, gold
buttons, sidelong glance. His crest was a swan and his motto was
Comme je trouve, as 1 find it. He was also, they whispered, the ille-
gitimate brother of the queen, for his mother Mary Boleyn had been
mistress to Henry VIIIL. The following summer he was appointed
Lord Chamberlain, taking over the running of royal entertainments
from Effingham. He had long been a friend to the players, which is
likely how Burbage had come into contact with him: Hunsdon’s Men
were a touring company, and in 1583 they were at Bristol, Norwich,
Bath. A decade from now Hunsdon would indeed become patron to
a company of players that included both Burbage’s son Richard and
Shakespeare. But there is no evidence that Hunsdon was any kind of
protector to Burbage in the summer of 1584. It is hard to escape the
implication that Burbage was once again only stouting.

Burbage knew that Hunsdon’s was a good name to drop. But he
did not know that this shining lord was, in June 1584, in a crisis. For
the past fifteen years he had been acting as the queen’s agent in the
North, meeting with rebellious earls and smoothing the prickly rela-
tionship across the border with Scotland. In the spring of 1584,
tensions had risen again, and Hunsdon was supposed to return to his
northern residence at Berwick. For reasons we do not know, he had
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delayed his journey north. On 8 June — the same day a scuffle broke
out at the Theatre between a gentleman and a snoozing apprentice,
which kicked off a week of strife — Hunsdon’s son Robert had been
at Richmond, where the queen was in residence. As Robert wrote to
his father the next day, the queen had expressed her irritation at the
delay; Hunsdon immediately offered to resign his position. It was
not a moment to irritate the queen. She was in mourning, following
the death of her old suitor Frangois, Duke of Anjou and Alengon, on
1 June, and spent much of the first half of the month in her
bedchamber, refusing to meet with her Privy Council. ‘Now melan-
choly so possesses us that both public and private causes are at stay
for a season, wrote Elizabeth’s spymaster Sir Francis Walsingham,
adding, I found her offence towards my lord of Hunsdon rather
increased than in any way diminished, and he, seeking to qualify her
displeasure, received hard speeches himself.” All were on eggshells
before the queen’s grief.

Elizabethan court politics was like a merry-go-round. One lord
tell from favour while another rose and soon their places switched.
All were focused upon the queen but also tied to one another.
Effingham and Arundel were cousins; Effingham married Hunsdon’s
daughter; and Effingham and Hunsdon knew one another well. In
this close world power lay in who knew who and where each was
standing at any moment.

Burbage was at best a bystander to this dance. He could only guess
at its rules, its arcane conventions, the power of a glance or a smile or
the slightest line of a frown. He owned the playhouse but he did not
control the players within it. He had some right; how much was
uncertain. Even after Fleetwood showed him the signed letter,
Burbage persisted. To die for it he would not be bound, he told the
City official, and went on doing so even after Fleetwood threatened
to arrest him and have him tried. The account we have of the fracas
comes from a long letter written by Fleetwood but that does not
mean he should have the last word. For the Theatre stayed open.
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Sometimes James Burbage spoke a new language, sometimes a curi-
ously new one. When he insisted to Fleetwood that he would not be
bound, there was inside his defiant phrase a secondary meaning. For
Burbage had very likely once been bound, as an apprentice to a joiner
in Coleman Street parish in London. He never completed his
apprenticeship, and never entered the company, but the memory of
regulated company work remained.

The men who built the Theatre and the men who paid for it; the
men who acted upon its stage and the men who wrote plays for it:
what they shared was that they were company men, men of the trades
and occupations, who had passed through apprenticeships and in
many cases been made free of the livery companies. They had, that is,
once been bound. We have met the carpenters, but it is equally true of
the others. John Brayne was free of the Company of Grocers. John
and Lawrence Dutton —the brawling actor —were free of the Company
of Weavers. John Heminges — who later acted in Shakespeare’s
company and edited the Folio edition which preserves Shakespeare’s
plays — served a nine-year apprenticeship as a grocer. Robert Armin
served an eleven-year apprenticeship with the Goldsmiths’ Company
from 1581. Later, Shakespeare would write for him the roles of
Touchstone in As You Like It, Feste in Twelfth Night and the fool in
King Lear.

For the playwrights of this and the following generation, the
livery companies were the world of their fathers. Thomas Kyd, author
of the hugely successful Spanish Tragedy, was son of the warden of
the Company of Scriveners, and likely served an apprenticeship with
the company, although he could also have claimed his freedom
through patrimony. Kyd had famously neat handwriting, and copying
documents neatly is what scriveners did. Christopher Marlowe’s
father was a shoemaker and became warden of the company. Thomas
Lodge’s father was a grocer. Thomas Middleton’s father was a brick-
layer. Lording Barry, forgotten playwright and theatrical investor,
was free of the Company of Fishmongers through patrimony.
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‘Most of the players have been either men of occupations, which
they have forsaken to live by playing,” declared the clergyman poet
Stephen Gosson in a pamphlet of 1582, ‘or common minstrels, or
trained up from their childhood to this abominable exercise and have
now no other way to get their living.” The men of the playhouse world
were certainly men of occupations, but they did not forsake them. Here
is a repeated pattern in their careers. The actor John Dutton appren-
ticed as a weaver and left the trade in the early 1570s, when he acted in
several companies. He did well in the 1580s, and took a part share in
an inn on Bishopsgate, but by the end of the decade his work was
drying up. From 1591 he resurfaces in the records of the Weavers’
Company, where he rose fast, becoming warden, bailiff and finally
master of the company. John Brayne stopped paying his brotherhood
dues to the Company of Grocers in 1577, shortly after the construction
of the Theatre. Then in early 1585, a record in the company accounts:
for a payment of two shillings, his annual contribution, from John
Brayne. Perhaps he saw the end coming; he died the following year.

The name of Ben Jonson, the celebrated poet and playwright,
crops up with regularity in the accounts book of the Tylers’ and
Bricklayers’ Company, as he pays his quarterly payments of fourpence.
He was not wholly reliable. On St James’s Day 1601 — St James was
the patron saint of bricklayers — Jonson returned to Bricklayers’ Hall
to pay his arrears of two shillings. The same day, Richard Hudson —
the bricklayer who worked as a carpenter on the Theatre — went in
and paid the same amount; it seems likely that the two men knew
one another. In 1602 Jonson stopped paying his dues, instead
pursuing a lucrative writing career with aristocratic patronage and
commercial success. Then in the spring of 1611 — the same year the
eldest son of the king appeared in a court masque specially written by
Jonson — he returned to the company hall and paid his full arrears:
eleven shillings and four pence.

Don't give up the day job, they say. Even if the playing fails then
people will still need bricklayers, grocers, fishmongers. Such pragmatism
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was certainly part of it. But the worlds of playing and the livery compa-
nies were surprisingly interwoven. In company halls, on election days,
before an audience of freemen and their spouses, there were shows
throughout the middle of the sixteenth century. Company halls were
easy to adapt as a playhouse: a rectangular room with, for the larger ones,
a raised dais and minstrel’s gallery. Here minstrels performed, dancers
with a hoop, a hobby horse. There were short skits, on themes relevant
to the company itself, or featuring its patron saint. The livery companies
hired playwrights to write pageants for the Lord Mayors annual
show. This was sponsored by a different company each year and was a
lavish event. In 1607, Ben Jonson was paid £20 to write a show for
the Merchant Taylors. By welcoming, and sometimes sponsoring, the
players and playwrights, the companies offered a hedge against the

uncertainties of a chancy industry.

We might see it another way: as the tenacity of a worldview. The livery
companies continued to exert a hold over the imaginations of even
those people who had left them behind. In this changing world here
was a ready-made mental architecture: a vocabulary and a structure
within which to understand work. ‘Company’: it is an ancient word for
an ancient thing. It comes from the Latin, cum + pane, with bread, and
so a companion, one who eats with another. First it might refer to a
group of soldiers and then from the fourteenth century it began to
mean a group organised around a profession: a livery company.

The changing meanings of this word across time offer a micro-
history of ways of arranging the relations between working men.
From the very end of the fifteenth century or the start of the sixteenth,
the word acquired new associations: it described a group of actors or
singers who performed together. We have met several such compa-
nies: the Earl of Leicester’s Men, the Queen’s Men, Arundel’s. The
exact structure of these aristocratic companies is a little uncertain.
But what the scarce records suggest is that they borrowed the struc-
ture of the livery companies. They relied upon apprentices: the boy
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actors, bound and training up. Above them was a second group of
workers: the hired men, sometimes also known as journeymen. These
were paid weekly wages, and might work as musicians or book
holders, take on minor acting roles, or as a ‘tire man’ looking after
costumes. In total there were perhaps thirty boys and hired men.
Above them were the leaders of the company. These were the eight
men, for smaller companies, who owned a share in the company.
They held its props, and playbooks, in common. The tripartite model
of apprentices, journeymen and sharers or masters was also that of
the livery companies.

The aristocratic companies were not primarily commercial. Their
task was to tour on behalf of their lord, to provide entertainment and
to spread his name and colours in a kind of sixteenth-century PR.
This changed as the feudal arrangements of the old aristocratic order
gave way to a more money-minded world. In the mid-sixteenth
century, ‘company’ acquired a new meaning. It may be an association
formed to engage in buying or selling, with a legal entity separate
from its members. ‘A commercial business’, says the Oxford English
Dictionary, and gives the first usage of the word in this sense as 1532.
Niall Ferguson describes the development of the company as one of
the ‘most foundational institutions of the modern world’, and by a
company he means specifically a joint-stock limited-liability corpo-
ration. That the stock is owned jointly by multiple investors, and that
their liability is limited to the money they used to purchase a stake:
these principles stand behind the curious fiction in which a modern
company has a separate existence, in effect as a legal person of its
own. A word that once meant a bond between people now has no
actual people in it at all.

Ferguson sees the origin of modern companies as 1602 and the
charter of the East India Company. It might be earlier. The ‘Mystery
and Company of Merchant Adventurers for the Discovery of
Regions, Dominions, Islands, and Places unknown’ was founded in

1551, to search for the North-East Passage to China. Two hundred
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and forty investors purchased a share of £25 each, and developed the
Muscovy Company, which was chartered in 1555 and was the first
major joint-stock company. That surprising word ‘mystery’ in the
company’s first title is a clue. This was another word for the early
craft guilds: the fourteenth-century royal charter to the Company of
Carpenters is addressed to ‘the freemen of the Mystery of Carpentry
of our City of London’. ‘Mystery’ suggests the secrets of the trade,
jealously guarded by the company, and slides into the meanings of
the similar but unconnected word ‘mastery’. As the historians Ann
M. Carlos and Stephen Nichols argue in an article in the Business
History Review, one origin of modern multinational corporations lies
in ‘the early sixteenth- and seventeenth-century trading companies
— the English and Dutch East India companies, the Muscovy
Company, the Hudson’s Bay Company’. “These trading firms oper-
ated in a pre-industrial world,’ they note, ‘where a system of capitalist
international trade had to be grafted onto a premodern system of
artisans and peasant production.’ From the livery companies to Saudi
Aramco and Apple: here is the biggest of histories in the smallest of
things. The journey of the word ‘company’is also a cold one. It travels
from something defined by presence to something defined by skills
and then in turn to something defined by a purpose; or from the
company as the sum of its members, standing together, to the
company as standing alone, separate from its members.

In 1584 James Burbage found himself at a juncture in his fortunes.
The string of quarrels testifies to the popularity of the playhouse he
had built and — more or less — owned. It takes a crowd to brawl and
there were crowds coming in, paying a penny or more each for admis-
sion, all of which was good. And yet to fill the playhouse he was
forced to rely upon companies of players agreeing to perform.
Burbage’s relationship with these aristocratic playing companies
was fraught. He had been a player with Leicester’s Men for a decade
in the 1560s and into the 1570s, while they were the leading company
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of the land. But he left them to build the Theatre, and following
1583 and the creation of the Queen’s Men, Leicester’s players had
virtually ceased to exist. Burbage was notably not asked to join the
Queen’s Men. Like the aristocratic companies that preceded them,
the Queens Men were often on tour. They followed a handful of
regular circuits, the West Country, the Midlands, the flat reaches of
the East. They performed at Norwich and Cambridge in the summer
of 1583.They were well paid for it. At one town they received twenty
shillings as a fee and on top of it sixteen shillings for wine. This was
surely welcome but their rationale — and their richest pay cheque —
came from performances at court. A little later the standard fee for a
court performance was £10.

In the autumn, the Queen’s Men came to London to prepare for
the Christmas revels, and were granted permission by the City to
play at the Bull on Bishopsgate Street and the Bell on Gracious or
Gracechurch Street on Wednesdays and Saturdays. In the spring, as
the weather improved, they moved to the Theatre. They may have
been playing in Burbage’s house but their loyalty was not to him. The
old fiction: that a performance at a public playhouse was only a
rehearsal for the royal show. She was the paymaster; she was the
tocus. When Fleetwood called for them to stop they did so, and in
doing so sold Burbage out. Bind him, the chief of the Queen’s Men
advised. He is a stubborn fellow.

Another word for stubbornness might be capacity. In what another
might see as a setback Burbage found an opening. On a mud-and-
brick walled patch of land immediately to the south of Holywell
Lane stood the Curtain, which had been constructed a year after the
Theatre. On the same site was a fishpond, an old well and a few tene-
ments hard by. Although the Curtain was a different shape from the
Theatre, and a little larger, the proximity of the two playhouses meant
that they were conventionally grouped together by outraged preachers.
‘The Theatre & Curtain may aptly be termed’, insisted William
Rankins in his Mirror of Monsters (1587), ‘the chapel Adulterium.’
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This is cod Latin for something like the chapel of adultery, and he
uses the singular to describe the two. Another outraged moraliser of
1583 wuses a collective plural: ‘Mark the flocking and running to
Theatres and Curtains daily and hourly, night and day, time and tide,
to see plays and interludes.’ The Theatre is mentioned first: always
the Theatre and the Curtain, never the Curtain and the Theatre.
Perhaps this is a sign of the Theatre’s unusual resonance. In the
grouping of the two, Burbage saw an opportunity.

In 1585, according to several well-informed depositions, James
Burbage approached the owner of the Curtain, a man named Henry
Lanman, with a business plan. The offer came, as he understood it,
from both Burbage and Brayne. They proposed, as Lanman recalled,
that the Curtain would become what he called ‘an Esore to their play
house’. It is an odd and slightly puzzling word, but it seems to mean
an ‘easer’. For seven years the joint profits of the two playhouses
would be divided between Burbage and Brayne, as owners of the
Theatre, and Lanman, as owner of the Curtain. Lanman agreed and
for a year or two the profit-sharing arrangement ran as proposed.
Later, after their agreement had foundered, Lanman estimated that
Burbage was making profits of 100 marks or £80 each year.

Much remains mysterious about this arrangement. Little is known
of Lanman. He describes himself as a gentleman on his deposition,
as if he were above business. Perhaps he was only a property investor,
another Shoreditch speculator. But the deal between the Theatre and
the Curtain looks like a canny move. Burbage was a sharp dealer and
a cheat, but also a rational agent. The upsets of the summer of 1584
revealed that there were crowds enough to support two playhouses in
Shoreditch. The historian William Ingram speculates that the
arrangement with Lanman was not a profit-sharing arrangement at
all but instead a way for Burbage to purchase the Curtain at a price
of seven years of profits. Perhaps so; as Ingram accepts, ‘our present
store of facts is insufficient for certainty in this matter.’ But it is hard
to avoid another more obvious explanation. Two playhouses in the
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same neighbourhood might be viewed as rivals, or as the beginnings
of an entertainment district, just as bookshops once clustered on the
Charing Cross Road in London, or the sex shops in old Soho.
Perhaps what Burbage saw was the advantage of collaboration, of
joining up with others, in a kind of company thinking.

When late Elizabethan Londoners thought about art, they did so in
a vocabulary borrowed from the livery companies. This might seem
alien in our modern, post-Romantic world, which seeks to separate
the category of the aesthetic from labour, from craft and trade.
Perhaps the best-known English-born painter of the Elizabethan
age was Nicholas Hilliard. He is celebrated for his starkly brilliant
miniatures. They shine with their own precision; they are perfect
aesthetic objects, tiny and rich and expensive. Hilliard was the son of
a member of the Company of Goldsmiths from Exeter, and he
apprenticed under a goldsmith in Cheapside, became free of the
company and took apprentices of his own. Because miniature
portraits were set in gold decorative mounts his work rightly belonged
to that of the company, and Hilliard was a good company man. The
more general art form of painting was shared out between several
different companies. The men of the Worshipful Company of
Plaisterers decorated buildings. The men of the Heralds’ College
painted coats of arms.

On 13 November 1575 the Painters Stainers Company submitted
a petition to the queen. They observed with concern a rise in shoddy
painting. ‘Such pictures and works are not so substantially wrought
as by skilful men traded in the same science have been,” they noted:
‘the which slight workmanship is not only a slander to the whole
Company of Painters but a great decay of all workmanship in the
said science.’ Traded is an unusual word to find here. It means, in
the context, trained, but it reveals that the company saw the art
of painting as a set of skills learned by a man and through which
he might indeed make a decent living, but only with proper trade
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protections. To remedy what they saw as the decline of painting they
sought the authority to restrict ‘all person from painting pictures of
the queen, noblemen, and others, as well as all other manner of paint-
ings’ to those who had completed a seven-year apprenticeship with
the company.

It looks like the company was over-reaching; but in 1581, as Alan
Borg notes in his official History of the Worshipful Company of Painters,
they were granted a royal charter. By the queen’s decree, it was ruled
that ‘no person or persons of whatsoever estate, degree, or condition
he or they be, shall use, exercise, or occupy the art or mystery of the
Painter Stainers’ unless they had served a full apprenticeship. With
this the company was granted also the right of search for ‘deceitful
works’. This did not mean the right to search for paintings of fictional
subjects but instead those created by artists who were not company
men.

The reach of the companies was fading. More and more painters
were settling in the suburbs outside the City; it was impractical to
imagine that one might regulate a painting. For these reasons, the bid
by the Painters Stainers Company to extend its jurisdiction failed
and, absurd as it may be to say so, people went on painting. But the
episode suggests to us a key analogy of the age: the idea that the
realm of art might properly belong within the world of work, and
might therefore both be taught and be regulated by official institu-
tions. The idea surfaces in curious ways. It can take the form of
protectionism. It can appear as blame or condemnation. Its invitation
to snobbery lives with us today. ‘A cobbler’s eldest son’: this was how
the roguish dramatist Robert Greene described the playwright
Christopher Marlowe in 1589. He did not mean it kindly. Greene
was probably himself the son of a saddler or a cordwainer from
Norwich but that did not hold him back. In another pamphlet, from
1592 and part of a series on low-life London, he turned his attentions
to Thomas Deloney, a silkweaver and popular ballad writer. Deloney’s
brains were, mocked Greene, ‘beaten to the yerking up of ballads’.
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An odd word, ‘yerking’: it means to draw stitches tight, as if his weav-
er’s work had dumbed Deloney so that he could only stitch a ballad.

The flame wars of Elizabethan pamphleteering are tiresome but
in their heat they reveal the pressure points of the moment: the cate-
gories into which things were sorted and by which they were kept
apart, which differ in every age. Here, it is the age’s recognition that
modern art may emerge from medieval craft, and equally the age’s
insistence that this must not be so. Marlowe’s biographer Park Honan
observes that Marlowe in his plays and poems never once used the
words ‘shoe’ or ‘shoemaker’, and when on a rare occasion he referred
to leather or boots it was with mockery and some repulsion. Some
children, when they leave home, go far, and Marlowe was a scholar-
ship boy, bound for Cambridge. And Greene himself is worth
returning to — and we will return to him, in a later chapter — for he is
associated with an odd pamphlet, published just after his death, with
his name in the title but likely not written by him. It is called ‘Greene’s
Groatsworth of Wit’and is beloved by literary historians for it offers
what is apparently the first reference to Shakespeare as a writer.
Immediately after yet another attack on Marlowe, Greene turned to
mock a new writer who, despite ‘being an absolute Johannes fac totum,
is the only Shake-scene in a country’. Johannes fac tofum means some-
thing like Johnny do it all’ but it is commonly translated as ‘Jack of
all trades’, a phrase that entered the English language twenty years
later. It nicely catches Greene’s prejudice. Shakespeare, he sneered, is
a man of the trades, not a true poet at all.

Shakespeare did not share Greene’s snobbery. He loved the
language of trades, their specialist vocabularies. He was the son of a
glover and he has the adoring Romeo dream, ‘O, that I were a glove
upon that hand, / That I might touch that cheek.’ It is a deeply sexy
image. In the same play, Mercutio knows well the pliancy of certain
types of leather. He can laugh about cheveril, the kid leather used to
make fine gloves, ‘that stretches from an inch narrow to an ell broad’.
When Bottom in 4 Midsummer Night's Dream is cast in the play, his
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mind turns immediately to a technical question: what colour should
he dye his beard? As he is a weaver, he knows the terms, and he lists
the colours: straw, orange-tawny, perfect yellow like a French crown,
or what he calls ‘purple in grain’. This means a reddish purple, and the
phrase ‘in grain’ refers to a type of dye produced by the Coccus insect.
From the special durability of this dye the word has taken on a second
meaning, in the form ‘ingrain’, which means something deeply dyed,
or saturated. There is pleasure in knowing the words working men use.

Here is a small but distinctive habit of Shakespeare’s: to see art as
craft, and vice versa. In that same scene, Bottom describes the play
they are to perform — the hapless tale of Pyramus and Thisbe — as ‘a
very good piece of work, I assure you'. His phrase dismayed the
Victorian editor Charles Knight, who fretted that Bottom speaks of
the play as if it were ‘a piece of cloth or a pair of shoes’, but that is
exactly the point. He appraises it as a shoemaker or a weaver might.
And this is how Shakespeare reflects upon his own labour. When he
started out there was not a word for one who writes plays in the
English language. The word playwright appeared in the early years of
the seventeenth century: in 1618 it was used to abuse John Webster,
mocking him as ‘the playwright and the cartwright’. Webster was the
son of a cartwright, one who made carts, and himself was a member
of the company. The new word ‘playwright’ neatly conjoins the world
of work, of things made by hand, and something like its opposite, play.

The only play in which Shakespeare uses the word ‘company’ to refer
to a troupe of actors is 4 Midsummer Night’s Dream, and he does so
twice. In the woods outside Athens the workmen — a carpenter, a
joiner, a bellows-mender, a tailor — assemble to rehearse a play they
hope to perform at the wedding of the Duke of Athens. Is all our
company here?’ asks their ringleader Quince, and then later Bottom
refers again, a little grandly, to ‘our company’. This is not the only
play to feature an organised group of actors. But in The Taming of
the Shrew and Hamlet, those actors are described only as ‘players’.
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Sometimes for Shakespeare a company is a group of soldiers; some-
times it is a crowd of citizens. Shakespeare never uses the word
‘company’ in the modern, commercial sense. Most often he uses the
word in its abstract sense: not alone; in the presence of a specified,
particular other. T shall forget to have thee still stand there,” says
Juliet to Romeo, ‘Remembering how I love thy company.’

The only Shakespeare play in which a joiner appears is A
Midsummer Night's Dream: Snug the joiner, who plays at being a lion,
but remains only Snug. The only other Shakespeare play in which
the word appears is Romeo and Juliet. Mercutio describes his vision of

the terrifying, otherworldly Queen Mab:

Her chariot is an empty hazel-nut
Made by the joiner squirrel or old grub
Time out o’ mind the fairies’ coachmakers.

The joiner-squirrel is doing good human labour as he builds a coach:
the work of a cartwright. In these two plays, and their distinctive mix
of dreamworld and workplace, Shakespeare is considering his own
career and what it is to be a playwright in an age that does not quite
have the words for it.

The first step of his imaginary apprenticeship was watching — and
then taking apart, only to reassemble — the Queen’s Men’s plays on
stage at the Theatre. The second was to seek out older or more
successful playwrights, and to collaborate with them. That many of his
plays were partly written by another author has been one of the most
powerful critical discoveries about his works of the past quarter-
century. At least eight of Shakespeare’s forty plays were collaborative.
He did not collaborate on comedies, only on tragedies and histories;
he tended to write the opening scenes of his collaborative plays. And
that Shakespeare wrote in this way reveals something distinctive about
him. His collaborative plays fall into two groups: at the very start of his
career; and at the very end. It was highly unusual to do so at this early
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moment. There was a rise in collaborative drama a little later, at the
end of the 1590s, in a different economic climate and industry, but in
the late 1580s and early 1590s Shakespeare, notes the great scholar
John Jowett, ‘was collaborating more regularly, and more insistently,
than anyone else at all’. The subtlest commentator on Shakespeare’s
co-writing is Gary Taylor. ‘At the beginning of his career,’ argues
Taylor, ‘Shakespeare was learning from more experienced craftsmen,
in the kind of apprenticeship relationship normal throughout medi-
eval and early modern Europe.” He was inventing his career as he went
along, and he was doing so in the old ways, newly wrought.

The exact timing and sequence of when Shakespeare wrote what
is endlessly contested. The most recent attempt to establish a chro-
nology is that by the New Oxford Shakespeare, which suggests that his
first five plays were collaborative or at least heavily indebted to
another playwright. In early 1588, he wrote The Two Gentlemen of
Verona, which sounds as though it might have been written by John
Lyly. Lyly was a celebrated playwright and fiction writer (there was
not yet any such thing as a novelist) of the late 1570s and early 1580s,
and his most famous book was the bestselling (there were not yet any
bestsellers) Euphues, the Anatomy of Wit. It is distinctive for balanced
phrases. The hero is a prodigal son, ‘with more wit than wealth, and
yet of more wealth than wisdom’. One example of the style is suffi-
cient. But Lyly’s book and rhetorical patterns caught the imagination
of the moment and the imagination, too, of Shakespeare. In a parod-
ical list of a woman’s attributes, Speed in The Two Gentlemen of Verona
laughs: Ttem, she hath more hair than wit, and more faults than hairs,
and more wealth than faults.” From Lyly he learnt how to balance a
phrase and that it might be funny.

Inlate 1588, according to the New Oxford Shakespeare, Shakespeare
wrote Arden of Faversham with a co-author. He was the junior collab-
orator; he contributed, as was usual, the middle scenes. We do not
know his collaborator — indeed, the play has long been described as
anonymous — but the New Oxford editors speculate that it may have
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been Thomas Watson, a once-celebrated playwright. In 1589
Shakespeare wrote Titus Andronicus with the older and better-
educated George Peele; Peele wrote mythological poems and plays,
and pageants for the Lord Mayor.

Early Shakespeare so often sounds like someone else that we
cannot know who wrote the line. That he is more famous than the
co-authors who were at the time more celebrated than him means
that we find him amongst books which are forgotten but for his
connection to them. Such a curious reversal in fame has obscured
what was happening: he was training and inventing himself, inside a
collaboration with others.

At some point in 1584 or 1585, an extremely unusual play was
performed at the Theatre. Thomas Watson’s innovative Latin version
of Sophocles’ great Greek tragedy Antigone was not quite a transla-
tion. Watson cleaned up an old Latin rendering of the play by
consulting the original Greek. He restored to the play some of its
distinctive Sophoclean style, particularly the varied metres in which
characters speak. He added what are known as pompa and themata:
short speeches, by emblematic characters, called things like Nature
and Obedience, who comment upon and try to draw lessons from
the play which is underway. Nature speaks first. ‘All of you my serv-
ants, learn from such / Horrific disasters,” he instructs, in a modern
English translation, ‘how advantageous it would be to / Follow the
laws of Nature. This is an ancient, pagan, classical universe, and not
a Christian moral at all. The character ‘Obedience’ declares: ‘T am
contented with my lot. Whatever authority commands ...” But
Antigone is a great and famous play about disobedience. Antigone
will not follow the command of the cold ruler Creon and buries her
brother even when she is forbidden to do so. Both classical and
modern, Watson’s lessons clash, at odds with one another.

Watson was a Londoner, born in 1555, and well educated. His
mother was from a wealthy family. His parents died when he was
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young. He was raised by a rich uncle and expensively educated, first
at Winchester College, and then at Oxford, where he began but
seems not to have completed his degree. The Oxford antiquarian
Anthony a Wood mentions Watson there ‘in the smooth and pleasant
studies of Prose and Romance’. When the rich uncle conveniently
died Watson set oft for Europe where he spent, he later wrote fancily,
his Zustrum mediumg, which is a Latin phrase best translated as some-
thing like ‘five years plus half of that’. So: seven and a half years on
the continent, where he might have studied law and certainly picked
up the new fashions in European poetry, formed his own version of
an apprenticeship. There is a fairy-tale air to Watson’s career: each
step made frictionless by money. He returned to London by 1580
and translated Petrarch into Latin. In about 1581, he worked on his
Antigone. In spring 1582 he wrote the volume called Hekatompathia,
which was a collection of classically minded eighteen-line sonnets in
English, and then returned to writing in Latin: in his Amyntas, a set
of eleven verse lamentations.

His poems were certainly admired. They were quoted in contem-
porary anthologies and commonplace books. Thomas Kyd, in 7%e
Spanish Tragedy, copied a line or two from the Hekatompathia;
Shakespeare did too, later. After his death he was described as one of
the ‘flourishing metricians’, meaning those who wrote in lively,
exciting new metres, and, according to Thomas Nashe, there were
‘few his equals in England’. But that was all for his poems. We have
his Antigone; he was mentioned alongside other playwrights of the
mid-1580s in several later critical accounts. Here the trail begins to
run dry. He might have co-written Arden of Faversham with the
young William Shakespeare. He was described in his lifetime as a
prolific writer. “Twenty fictions and knaveries in a play’, wrote a man
for whom Watson worked as a tutor, was ‘his daily practice and his
living’. He certainly wrote other plays for the public playhouses,
likely performed at the Theatre. “You shake our theatres with Latin
pomps,” wrote the schoolmaster William Camden, about Watson,
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which sounds like his Antigone, with its distinctive pomps. It suggests
a public playhouse, so it must have been the Theatre or possibly the
Curtain. We cannot be sure if it was this play at all, or another by
Watson. It is a tantalising, well-recorded, resonant blank. Watson
and his vexing play sit exactly at the outer limit of what we can know
about the plays performed at the Theatre.

Wiatson’s career, although close to invisible, is nonetheless highly
instructive. It is possible for an artist to vanish. He can be admired by
his peers, create great works and inspire others to do yet more; be the
object of admiration, praise and envy; and still be forgotten. Watson’s
career asks: what are the conditions which enable the creation of lasting
art? It is not education, for he had that; it is not wealth, for he had that
too. It is not even talent, friends, predecessors, an audience. Perhaps
part of it is luck. Watson died in November 1592, likely of plague,
when he was thirty-seven. That is bad luck, but hardly uncommon,
and many died younger and are better known. In 1595, Shakespeare
was praised as ‘Watson’s heir’. It was meant as a compliment.

When Bottom returns from his sojourn in fairyland, he confus-
edly greets his fellow actors. ‘I have had a dream past the wit of man
to say what dream it was,” he tries to explain, even as the memory of
it slips away, as dreams will when we wake. But then he has an idea
how to preserve it. T will get Peter Quince to write a ballad of this
dream,” he announces. ‘It shall be called Bottom’s Dream, because it
hath no bottom, and I will sing it in the latter end of a play, before
the Duke.” He wishes to keep it safe against obscurity, or being
forgotten, but then he forgets to sing it. So we never hear Bottom’s
Dream, and that too is lost.
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Sometimes a quarrel looks like a blessing. In the second week of June
1586, and in an upstairs room in a small house in Whitechapel, a
man is an hour from death. John Brayne has tears in his eyes. By his
bedside sits his nephew Cuthbert, reading aloud from a small book
called The Sick Man’s Salve by the Protestant preacher Thomas Becon.
This was a popular handbook on how to die the proper death, so the
ideal prop for the occasion. It says: the world is a dark place, best
sooner left. ‘Woe be unto you that are rich: for you have your conso-
lation,” Becon warns: ‘Woe be unto you that now laugh: for you shall
wail and weep.” Sickness and struggle are the loving visitations of
God. The world is full of snares, and good Christians faced with the
end are here counselled ‘virtuously to dispose their temporal goods,
and finally prepare themselves gladly and godly to die’. As Cuthbert
reads, his mother Ellen — wife to James Burbage, and sister to the
dying man — urges her brother to settle things and to make his peace
with the world he is leaving behind. ‘I pray thee, John, make a will,
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she pleads, one more time, and the dying man begins to weep. ‘Alas
what will shall I make, having nothing to give, he sobs. John Brayne
was buried in his parish churchyard of St Mary Matfellon on 15 June
1586.

This poignant scene comes from a deposition given by Cuthbert
Burbage a decade later, for Brayne’s death sparked oft a new round of
litigation which lasted until the end of the century and a little beyond.
It centred upon Brayne’s last words and wishes. The Burbages insisted
that ‘at the time of his sickness & not long before his death’ Brayne
repeated his old promise: that all his interest in the Theatre should pass
‘to your Orator’s children aforesaid whose advancement he then
seemed greatly to tender’. Brayne did already have a will, which he had
written in July 1578. It appeared to leave all to his wife Margaret but
made no specific mention of the Theatre. Perhaps the Theatre had not
then looked like it would be valuable. At his deathbed the Burbages
were — in the most charitable interpretation — asking him to update
it. Notably absent from the lovely East London pieta, at least in
Cuthbert’s telling, is Brayne’s wife Margaret. She was forty or forty-one
years old when her husband died and she was also, possibly, pregnant.

Later, the Burbages repeatedly deposed about how Brayne had no
head for business. It is true that he had constant trouble with workmen,
whom he never seemed to pay on time. Perhaps he was absent-minded
or perhaps, as is equally likely from the traces he has left, he was cred-
ulous. He liked to believe the best of people. Either way, nice that a
foolish man should have had such a name. Because he was feckless or
because he was greedy or because he knew that the playhouse was
chancy and that his share in it chancier still, in the spring of 1580 he
had begun a new venture. He took possession of the lease of a small
cluster of buildings in Whitechapel, where he lived. This included a
tew small tenements with gardens and an inn called the George. It
was expensive. The annual rent was £30, which was more than double
that on the Holywell site. But Whitechapel was a growing suburb, and
an inn looked like a more reliable route to income than a playhouse.

143



1583-90

In Whitechapel, Brayne met a man named Robert Miles, who
will be a major player in all the twists and switches of the remainder
of the story of the Theatre. Miles was a goldsmith. The word was
Elizabethan slang for a moneylender but Miles really was a gold-
smith, for there are records of him taking on apprentices. Most likely,
he was both; he was certainly a shark, and he lived in Whitechapel,
and when in the spring of 1580 he heard of the new tenant at the
George, Miles came to visit him. As Margaret recalled in a vivid
deposition of a few years later, Miles recounted ‘his poor and bare
estate that he was then lately fallen into and manifested and lamen-
tably declared that his poor wife and children were in great necessity
and calamity’. They had no home, said Miles. He promised that he
would work for Brayne and that through his hard work he would
make the inn ‘profitable and gainful’. Brayne was swayed. On the last
day of July he assigned to Miles a half share of the profits from the
inn and tenements, in return for which Miles agreed to pay half the
rent and look after the running of it.

We have heard this sweet song before. The sequel is predictable.
Once he had the lease, Miles used it as collateral to borrow more.
When he did not repay the loans his creditors attempted to evict
Brayne and seize the property. By the time Brayne died in 1586, he
had been paying all the annual rent for the lease as well as the running
costs. On his deathbed, then, the Burbages were urging him to
protect his family and his property. What made them less than
neutral is that they were also his family, and his property was — as far
as they were concerned — really theirs. Brayne’s previous will not only
made no mention of the Theatre. It also, coming before Brayne’s
involvement at the George, made no reference to the inn and tene-
ments. That Miles had a claim on the George opened a window onto
Brayne’s other property, including his share in the Theatre.

Robert Miles was a mirror image of James Burbage: his double and
his opposite. Both were colourful figures and skilled storytellers.

144



THE MONEY MAN

Both exploited John Brayne for money. Miles was free of the
Company of Goldsmiths and bound apprentices in the company;
Burbage was only a reluctant company man. Miles was a decade
younger than Burbage but both men had children and, crucially, sons
of the same age.

Burbage’s older son Cuthbert had been, for the past five years or so,
working as a clerk under the financial administrator Sir Walter Cope.
Burbage had sent Cuthbert off to the City when he was seventeen or
eighteen to learn, as would later be extremely useful, the ways of high
finance. Cope was attached to William Cecil, the lord treasurer. He
had a lucrative role in the court of wards, administering the rents from
properties that had been inherited by the rich orphans. He was a
powerful and quiet figure in the financial apparatus of the late
Elizabethan state. ‘Having the gift of making himself indispensable’,
Cope was, according to his biographer, a person well worth cultivating.’

In contrast to Cuthbert’s rise, Miles’s son Ralph was a resolutely
downward-facing figure. Ralph had the right to become a goldsmith,
through his father, but he pursued instead the trade of making soap.
This is a lowly, grimy business, working with the rendered fat of
animals, and he was not particularly good at it.

After Brayne died, Miles attempted to evict Margaret from the
George. She filed an appeal in early 1587. “The said Robert Miles of
late hath expelled your said executrix out of the said tenement Inn
and goeth about to expel certain of her tenants from the possession
of such houses and gardens as they hold,” she pleaded to Chancery,
and her appeal told a powerful story of an immoral man, a trickster
run by money. Because not all the legal records survive, there are
sometimes leaps and elisions. Sometimes the positions switch in
unexpected ways. By the summer of 1588, Margaret and Miles had
become allies against the Burbages. We know this because of a
surviving bill, brought by the Burbages, against Margaret and Miles.
‘They do all join together to imprison your said Orator James
Burbage,” it pleads, slightly unconvincingly. Margaret and Miles

145



1583-90

claimed — which is not unreasonable — that the Theatre in part
belonged to them.

As in the children’s game of pass the parcel, or the street magi-
cian’s trick of hiding a ball beneath one of three hats, we must follow,
amongst the flurry of hands, the real prize. The valuable property
was the lease to the Theatre; and in 1588 the lease was still in the
possession of John Hyde. Hyde was, it seems, a good man and a
patient one. He held onto the lease for many years. Since he had
entered the original agreement with both Burbage and Brayne, he
reported, he would have preferred to return it to them both. When,
after Brayne’s death, Margaret and Burbage came to him separately,
to ask for it, he was reluctant. Then Burbage came to him once more,
and asked Hyde to convey the lease to his son Cuthbert. He found
this unfair to Margaret, he later deposed, but Burbage and Cuthbert
produced a letter, and it is worth quoting Hyde’s own account for all
that it reveals of the small games of favour here:

And at the last he and his son brought to this deponent A letter
from one Mr Cope one of the Lord Treasurer’s gentlemen, the
said Cuthbert’s Master, that he this deponent would at his
Request and as he might be able to do this deponent any friend-
ship in his occasions to his lord and Master should convey over
his interest of & in the premises to his servant Cuthbert Burbage.

A powerful man is good to have in your debt. In June 1589, John
Hyde returned the lease on the Theatre to Cuthbert alone.

When one story did not work for the Burbages, they told it again
or told it differently. The suits between the Burbage and Brayne
factions rumbled on for the following decade. They sued and counter-
sued; one party filed a suit and another replied with what is known
as a demurrer. Witnesses were called to depose, to give answers to the
set questions known as interrogatories. One set of interrogatories,
posed to a small group of witnesses in the summer of 1592, returned
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to Brayne’s investment in the George. Amongst the dozen questions
posed to the witnesses is one that suggests, in miniature, so much of
the Burbage way. It began by asking about the money spent by Brayne
but quickly turned, in the second half of the question, to a wilder and
more serious allegation: ‘And how often to your knowledge is the
said Robert Miles indicted for common Imbarracie & Adultery or as
you have heard, And whither was he called before the Coroner’s
Inquest for the death of Brayne. Yea or no” That ‘Yea or no? was a
brilliant touch, for the question was not really a question at all but
the spreading of a rumour. At some point in late 1586 or early 1587,
Margaret had given birth to a daughter, Katherine. Little is known of
the child; like her mother, she died in an outbreak of plague in 1593
and both mother and daughter were buried at St Mary Matfellon,
Whitechapel. But her existence solidified Margaret’s claim to the
Theatre. The two-fold allegation was that not only did Miles murder
Katherine’s father, but he was also her real father.

This poisonous question was asked to three witnesses that summer,
but only one offered a reply. Henry Betts was an attorney based in
Shoreditch. He knew the Burbages well and had been present when
Hyde returned the mortgage to Cuthbert in June 1589. He was an
informed witness. He detailed Brayne’s business dealings and
particularly his habit of hiding his own assets by assigning them to
others, to keep them safe from seizure. He reports that Brayne
certainly did not intend to leave his property to Miles for ‘at his
death (as this deponent hath heard it credibly reported) he charged
Miles with his death, by certain stripes’. ‘Stripes’ are blows, a beating,
and again the testimony turns upon the memory of what Brayne may
have said in his dying hours.

The depositions are the only surviving evidence and they are often
fragments. The pages have been shredded by time and eaten by mice.
One rejoinder to a Burbage suit observes with outrage that all here is
‘tedious and untrue’, and another clipped phrase, on a partial page,
speaks of ‘divers sums of money’. Beneath the Burbage music and
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beneath the interested, rival stories lies a huge imaginary pool of
money.

How much were those ‘divers sums of money’ In his deposition,
Henry Betts was asked directly about how much Brayne had made
from the Theatre. ‘Brayne would never plainly declare how much he
had received concerning the Theatre,” Betts replied, and explained:
‘for he alleged, if the true value & sum were known, that it hardly
would be allowed him.” He made so much money that nobody would
believe it; or, rather, he claimed he made so much money that nobody
would believe him if he named the actual sum. He held himself like
a rich man, Betts added: It seemed by his talk, that he had gained &
received a great deal of money, more than he had disbursed.” But that
is not the same as being a rich man. We can do a little accountancy
from the bottom up. The Theatre’s income came from admissions
receipts. So what did admission cost?

The simple answer is: a penny. A better answer is by analogy. In
Elizabethan London, that same penny bought you a loaf of bread or
six eggs. Two pennies bought you a chicken and six pennies a pound
of sugar,a Bankside prostitute or a quarto copy of one of Shakespeare’s
plays. Wages were set by statute, and an unskilled labourer might
earn five to six pence a day, as Flute in 4 Midsummer Night’s Dream
reminds us. This makes playgoing relatively cheap, at least according
to modern standards. The UK national living wage is £11.44 an hour,
or close to £100 per full day. Adjusted to today’s values, a relative
theatre ticket price would be £17, which is double the national
average cinema ticket but far less than the average London West
End theatre ticket, which is currently £52.

It began with a penny but admission was not equal. The
playhouses — and this seems to have been true across London and to
have remained constant throughout the period — had a tiered system
of prices. It cost a penny to enter the yard, where one stood, and then
another penny to go on into a higher gallery, then a third for a quieter
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room, sometimes known as the lord’s rooms. Each penny was placed
in a small ceramic pot, held by a ‘gatherer’, and the jingling contents
of these pots were then transferred into a box which was held in the
tiring room, or dressing room, behind the stage. Here is one possible
origin for our modern term ‘box office’ the office where the money
box was kept.

Let us estimate the taking from a full house at the Theatre. There
are 800 people at capacity. Five hundred of them are standing, each
paying a penny. Then 200 paying twopence, and a further 100 paying
threepence. These guesses are probably generous but give us a neatly
round figure of 1,200 pence, which is £5 in pre-decimalisation money.

So: on a good day there might be £5 income from the total admis-
sions. By a complex arrangement, the total was shared between the
owners of the playhouse and the players. At later playhouses, it was
standard for the actors to take the revenue from the outer door plus half
the receipts from the galleries. The arrangement was slightly different
at the Theatre. There, it seems that Burbage — and, in theory but not in
practice, Brayne — took all the revenue from the galleries while the
acting company took the revenue from the main door. In this model,
the players receive 500 pence, which is just over £2, while Burbage takes
the remainder. Three pounds or a little less per performance is a huge
sum: £18 per week, if we imagine six performances each week.

Eighteen pounds per week was very good money, or it would be,
if it rolled in regularly like a river. But instead it came like a storm:
some floods, and some dry periods. It was either a lot or nothing at
all, and the Theatre was closed from 7 May to 24 August 1586. The
playhouse historian Herbert Berry has averaged out the many esti-
mates offered in the depositions and concludes that for the Theatre
owners the income might have been £190 per year, to be divided —
again, at least in theory — between two sharers. This was still good
money but it is categorically not the golden number that it looks like
the Theatre might make, and the mismatch scrambles everybody’s
thinking. There were the actual takings and then there was the
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floating dream. Everybody overestimates. In 1585 a merchant from
Ulm visited London and was struck by the playhouses. They showed
comedies every day, he recorded, and had a striking design: ‘some
peculiar houses, which are so made as to have about three galleries
over one another’. Most of all he was struck by the money coming in,
which he estimated at between £10 and £12 per day. Music hath a
silver sound, laugh the musicians in Romeo and Juliet, which is how
these numbers sounded to the working men of Elizabethan London.
A royal proclamation of 4 April 1590 recorded that wages with meat
and drink for ‘the best and most skilful workmen, journeymen, and
hired servants of the companies’ were between £4 and £6 a year. So a
day’s takings at the Theatre was a year’s wages, or double that.

Any sum of money tells a story; a millionaire does not really have a
million dollars. The figures are not necessarily incorrect, but they are
interested. In July 1586, a few weeks after Brayne’s death, Burbage hired
a team of workmen, people he had long worked with, to inspect the
Holywell site. They returned with an estimate of the costs he had put
into redevelopment: £250. Conveniently enough, Burbage had agreed
with Allen to spend at least £200 to renew the lease. Later, Margaret
Brayne told the Court of Chancery that her husband spent £600 towards
the building of the Theatre and the tenements around it. The actor John
Alleyn guessed that Burbage made £100, or 200 marks (£133), a year;
Henry Lanman, who owned the Curtain, guessed at 100 marks.

We can make the numbers sound big or small. In 1592, Ralph
Miles deposed. ‘He hath heard say by credible report that the said
James Burbage, he testified, ‘since the decease of the said John Brayne
[in 1586] hath Received great sums of money, and then he added, ‘to
the value of seven or eight hundred pounds.” For the past six years,
this is £125 per year. That same summer his father offered a slightly
different figure. ‘He doth verily think in his conscience that the said
James Burbage and his said son [Cuthbert]’, he reported, ‘have
Received of Rents and profits growing thereby to the value of two
thousand marks at the least.” Miles the elder names a period of ‘about
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viii or ix years’, which gives us 235 marks, or £156, per year. Each
figure had a purpose.

The garrulous and gossipy Robert Miles is a gift to the historian.
He hated and admired the Burbages, and he had a rare eye for the
telling detail and the powerful anecdote. In July 1592, Miles was
asked directly about a rumour that James Burbage was stealing
money from the takings box. It is a classic lawyerly trick to ask a
leading question, and Miles launched into a wandering anecdote.
Soon after the playhouse was finished and ‘great sums of money’
were flowing in, then did James Burbage ‘Purloin & filch to himself
much of the same money by A secret key which he caused one Braye
a Smith in Shoreditch to make for him of the Common box’. With
his specially made secret key Burbage opened the box and ‘thrust
some of the money ... in his bosom or other where about his
body’. In this way did Burbage ‘not only play false with him the said
Brayne to A great value as it was thought but also Deceive his
tellows the Players’. Soon Burbage was rumbled, and he was peni-
tent, or put on a show of it. He confessed all to Brayne, ‘praying him
to forgive him, and he would if he lived make him Recompence’. The
anecdote does not end here, and Miles adds one detail. Burbage,
with surely a twinkle in his eye, explained ‘it was the Devil that led
him to do so’.

A scientific experiment has to be repeatable. The same is true,
perhaps, for a business. In 1586, as John Brayne was dying and his
heirs and partners were battling over his will, a new playhouse was in
construction on Bankside, to the south of the river. It was named the
Rose, after a garden or a street that was known for its brothels. The
Rose was the Theatre’s double. The ways in which it is the same as
the Theatre show us that its builders and backers had paid careful
attention to the successes of their predecessor. The ways in which the
history of the Rose is starkly different from that of the Theatre
are also revealing. These point, yet again, to the randomness, the
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improvisations, the chances and cheats of the richer human drama
that took place in and around and behind the Theatre.

In March 1585 a dyer and businessman named Philip Henslowe
had bought a twenty-year lease on a plot of land known as the Little
Rose estate. Twenty years: the two decades gave Henslowe more
flexibility than the more contingent arrangement at the Theatre, in
which the original lease was only for ten years with the possibility of
renewal. Work began in late 1586, and Henslowe hired John Griggs
to lead the works. Griggs was by now a master carpenter and he had
direct experience of building the Theatre. The new playhouse was a
copy of its predecessor. The Rose was a fourteen-sided polygon,
twenty-two metres across. The Theatre had fourteen sides and was
twenty-three metres wide. The Rose cost £800 to build. It was a little
more expensive than the Theatre, but a decade had passed.

As at the Theatre, a family was at the heart of the Rose. But here,
the family managed to work together. We might call them func-
tional. Henslowe had apprenticed as a dyer and married his master’s
widow. This was a quick way to advance, for an apprentice, but it
does not necessarily preclude love. When his brother died, Henslowe
found apprenticeships for his nephews. His wife, Agnes, helped to
manage the financial side of the playhouse. His stepdaughter married
an actor, Edward Alleyn. Alleyn, who became the lead actor at the
Rose, in turn hired Griggs to build him a house in 1592. In 1595
Henslowe bound his niece Mary to a seven-year apprenticeship
under Griggs’s wife, who was a seamstress. Mary was taught ‘to sew
all manner of works’, including fine lace making and costumes for
the players. A couple of years later, Griggs’s daughter married another
of Henslowe’s players.

Looking at the records of the Rose it is hard to escape the impres-
sion that at every step Henslowe is considering the example of the
Burbages and the Theatre and doing it better. That is: he did the
same things but with greater efficiency and greater order. He was not
a stouting man. He did not improvise. He was not a Burbage. When
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times were hard — which was simply a feature of the playing industry
— Henslowe had strategies. He started a pawnbroking business as a
sideline; while the playhouses closed for plague, he expanded pawn-
broking into his main occupation. He took in richly lined capes,
wedding rings, a little gilt cup. If nothing else, these would be useful
as props. When the playhouses were open, he took all the ticket
receipts, then from that total gave a share to the players. In time he
became a moneylender, advancing money to the players against future
receipts, and then their manager. He kept extremely thorough account
books, and these survive. Chambers repeatedly describes Henslowe
with polite horror as a ‘capitalist’, and contrasts him to Burbage.

Henslowe was a professionalised version of James Burbage. Like
Burbage, he partnered with a grocer to fund his business, but unlike
Burbage he did so with a clear contract. On 10 January 1587, as the
Rose was readying to open, Henslowe signed an agreement with
John Cholmeley. For the great zeal and goodwill between them, and
to the intent that they may the better increase their substance,’” the
contract explains, the two men ‘are entered into a partnership and are
become co-partners together.” Cholmeley was given the right to sell
food and drink to the playgoers, as well as a small house to sell them
from, and a half share in the ticket receipts. In return, he paid £25 10s
each quarter for eight years. His investment did not go towards the
construction costs, for Henslowe had paid these. Rather, Cholmeley’s
investment went towards the running costs of the playhouse, and
therefore provided a solid and dependable income stream. Cholmeley
must have expected that he would make at least £100 per year. He
sold wine and ale to the playgoers, and fruit: apples, pears and nuts.
Later, archaeologists found fragments of crabs and oyster shells here,
the remnants of sixteenth-century popcorn.

Henslowe had no children of his own. He had two stepdaughters,
from his wife’s previous marriage, and he raised them well. This
seems to have fed into the security and stability of the Rose. Like
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every household, with its apprentices living in, and every livery
company, with its paternalistic structure, the Rose was a like a family
but really a proxy family. Henslowe’s stepdaughter married his
leading actor, which was good for business. By contrast, the Theatre
was an actual family, in which blood and money were muddled.

Inside the quarrels over the profits from the Theatre was an idea
about children: about what they stood to inherit, what they had a
right to expect. It was present, in an inchoate form, from the very
beginnings of its construction, but it exploded into view at John
Brayne’s deathbed. There were simple reasons. In 1585 and 1586 the
men who first dreamed up and built the Theatre were growing old
and facing their ends. James Burbage was fifty-seven. At the same
time, their children were reaching an age at which their voices had to
be heard. Cuthbert Burbage was twenty; his younger brother Richard
was eighteen. The Theatre was a family business and the family was
changing. The invocation of children — their rights, their needs — was
only sometimes made explicit, but it ran beneath every exchange and
quarrel, giving depth and sometimes fury.

Robert Miles, talking his way into the Brayne properties, detailed
his need by a simple contrast. As Margaret testified, he ‘lamentably
declared that his poor wife and children were in great necessity and
calamity’, being homeless, and he went on to remind John Brayne
‘that he had not any children or any other great charge save only
himself and your said oratrix then his wife’. The children gave pathos
to his pleas. The Burbages, too, insisted upon the Braynes’ childless-
ness. When they testified in the autumn of 1588, they explained that
John Brayne had promised to leave his moiety in the Theatre to the
Burbages, and specifically to Cuthbert, Richard and their sisters, ‘for
that he had no children’. Brayne was, they said, a childless busi-
nessman, building an empire of this world with no one to leave it to.

The repeated insistence upon her childlessness must have been
hard for Margaret Brayne to hear. She had given repeatedly birth. By
1573 the Braynes had had four children: Robert, born in 1565; Roger,
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born in 1566; Rebecca, born in 1568; and John, born in 1573. All
died in infancy. None were still alive in 1576, when Brayne began his
partnership with Burbage, for if Brayne had a living child there is no
way the Burbages could have believed that Brayne intended to leave
his property to his nephews and nieces instead of to his own chil-
dren. And then, in late 1586 and early 1587, Margaret gave birth
again: to a girl, Katherine. This is the child who the Burbages
suggested was not John Brayne’s daughter.

In such a wholly disenchanted way of viewing the world, a missing
or dead child is a business opportunity. 4 Midsummer Night’s Dream
opens with a tangle between Egeus and his daughter Hermia. He
wishes her to marry Demetrius. He threatens her, with a convent or
perhaps death. But she wishes to marry Lysander, and Lysander has
a solution. ‘Hear me, Hermia,” he begins: ‘I have a widow aunt, a
dowager / Of great revenue, and she hath no child,/ And she respects
me as her only son.’

The widow aunt never actually appears in the play and is never
mentioned again. But she has a function in the plot: she is an escape
hatch. For although she is an Athenian in the world of the play, her
precise marital and familial background mattered in late sixteenth-
century London. That she is a widow means that, under Elizabethan
law, her property is her own. Women with a living husband or a son
would see their property automatically pass to him. So her specific
state, as a property-owning woman, is an unusual one. As a childless
widow, she has not only inherited the property of her husband, but
she can hold onto that property.

Lysander is saying that he expects to inherit. It is just as easy to
fall in love with a rich man as a poor man, laughed Marilyn Monroe,
and the rich man might make life easier. Run away with me, Lysander

bids:

From Athens is her house remote seven leagues.
There, gentle Hermia, may I marry thee,
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And to that place the sharp Athenian law

Cannot pursue us.

Seven leagues is, as every footnote will tell us, about twenty-one
miles, but it is better viewed not as a distance but a passport from this
world into a fairy tale. All depends upon a widow of great revenue,
and she must be childless.

The most significant child — the nephew by the bedside of his dying
uncle; the son who retrieved the mortgage; the money man — was
Cuthbert Burbage. At the remove of 450 years, what we have of him
is fragments. But in them we can trace a set of tendencies: the char-
acter of a man.

He was a canny figure. He counted and he remembered: what he
owed and what he was owed. The rhythm of credit and debt was his
music. He worked under Sir Walter in the Court of Wards, looking
after inheritance and orphans. In June 1589, Sir Walter did him a
tavour. He made possible the return of the mortgaged lease to the
Theatre to Cuthbert. Cuthbert married a woman named Elizabeth
Cox in the summer of 1594. When their son was born, Cuthbert
named the boy Walter. A second son was named James, after
Cuthbert’s father; then a daughter named Elizabeth, after her mother.
Cuthbert kept close. In 1604, Sir Walter was arranging a play to
entertain the new Queen Anne, and called upon Cuthbert, who
suggested that they might do Love’s Labours Lost. Sir Walter wrote to
Robert Cecil, secretary of state, to propose the idea, and asked
Cuthbert to deliver the message. He signed off the letter: ‘Burbage is
my messenger / Ready attending your pleasure.’In the halls of power,
Cuthbert was deferential.

He was pragmatic. By the early seventeenth century he was
rumoured to be making £1,500 per year. In 1610 he was sued by a
goldsmith who had invested in a playhouse controlled by Cuthbert.
The goldsmith claimed that Cuthbert paid the other owners of the
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playhouse to cancel all performances there, thus undercutting the
value of the goldsmith’s share. An empty playhouse does not look
like good business but Cuthbert always made money. In June 1630, a
tew years after the accession of a new king, he was offered a knight-
hood. The knighthood was partly an honour and partly a money-
raising scheme by the Crown. Cuthbert was rich enough but he
turned it down, paying instead a £12 fine.

He lived long. He invested in property; he took leases on buildings
in Shoreditch. In 1608 he and his brother acquired a house and a
garden a little to the south of the Theatre. In 1614 he was still living
on Holywell Street. In 1617 he — along with his brother — bought a
patch of land with a few small cottages and a common pasture just to
the west of Bishopsgate. In the early 1620s he moved out of
Shoreditch, to Cripplegate. He signed himself ‘gentleman’. When he
died, in 1636, an old man of seventy, they brought him back to
Shoreditch for burial at St Leonard’s, next to all the other Burbages.

‘In fair Verona’, promises the Prologue to Romeo and Juliet, ‘we lay
our scene.” The play mostly keeps to the streets of Verona, the
bedrooms, the inner chambers of the household. But for a single
scene, conventionally numbered as Act 5 Scene 1, and for eighty-six
lines only, we leave Verona and, with the exiled Romeo, find ourselves
in Mantua. “There is no world without Verona walls,” says Romeo,
when he hears of his sentence of exile. If so, then we are in Mantua
already in the grave.

The scene opens with Romeo waking. It is Wednesday morning,
and he arrived the afternoon before. We know the day because the play
carefully sets out a tight timeframe. Time matters, here; we shall not
have enough of it. Balthasar comes to Romeo with the terrible news
that Juliet is dead. Again, we know that she is only sleeping, but Romeo
does not, and he launches into an immediate plan. ‘Get thee gone, he
commands Balthasar, And hire those horses.” He will go straight to
Verona, back to Juliet. We shall not have enough time, and he knows it.
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But he launches into an agonisingly long speech. ‘I do remember
an apothecary,” he begins, ‘And hereabout he dwells, which late I
noted.” Romeo only arrived in Mantua the afternoon before, but he
has noticed the apothecary’s house, where he dwells, which is also his
shop, where he works:

in his needy shop a tortoise hung,
An alligator stuffed, and other skins
Of ill-shaped fishes; and about his shelves
A beggarly account of empty boxes,
Green earthen pots, bladders, and musty seeds,
Remnants of packthread, and old cakes of roses
Were thinly scattered to make up a show.

The description is almost flamboyantly redundant. The classical
scholar Joseph Warton objected to it on precisely those grounds. ‘I
appeal to those who know anything of the human heart,” he wrote in
1763, astonished that any might seriously countenance the notion
that ‘Romeo, in this distressful situation, could have leisure to think
of the alligator, empty boxes, and bladders’.

Shakespeare thought of that alligator. Alligators were a common
display item in apothecary shops. There is still a stuffed one today
high in the lobby of the Royal Pharmaceutical Society on East
Smithfield in London. And the alligator returns us to the world: to a
specific shop, perhaps, or to the memory of a real apothecary. The
apothecaries of Elizabethan London were clustered around
Bucklersbury, close to the grocers, for both these trades might sell
drugs and spices. A family of apothecaries named Chetley or
Checkley was living and working on Bishopsgate in the 1590s.
William Chetley had four children baptised at St Helen’s, the church
of the parish where Shakespeare was living in those years. He was
also a member of the Company of Grocers. Another, John Chetley
— likely his brother — got into trouble in 1595 for selling treatments
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he should not have. On trial, he pleaded that he had done so only
under the instructions of a doctor named Edward Jorden, who was
Shakespeare’s next-door neighbour.

The apothecaries, real or imagined, return us to the world of work.
Theirs was not a reputable trade. The physicians were learned men,
and monastery hospitals cared for the sick, but the apothecaries, who
administered the stores of drugs but also perfumes and spices, were
tradesmen. In 1588 the apothecaries petitioned the queen for a
monopoly on compounding and selling medicines. She did not grant
it, in part because they did not have a company of their own until
1617. Until then, they could either join the Company of Grocers or
work outside the protections of a company.

Romeo calls the apothecary ‘beggary’, and his shop ‘beggarly’, but
he is not a beggar. He is an honest working man. His shop is shut
because it is, as Romeo observes, a ‘holiday’. So Romeo has to disturb
him, but when the apothecary enters the scene he is reluctant to give
him the poison that Romeo seeks. ‘Such mortal drugs I have, he says,
‘but Mantua’s law / Is death to any that utters them.” He is the only
apothecary to appear in any of Shakespeare’s plays. In other plays —
in King Lear, in the second part of Henry VI — apothecaries are
summoned, but they do not arrive on stage. Romeo’s apothecary is
different. In the source, the telling of the sad story of Romeus and
Juliet by Arthur Brooke, there was a poor apothecary. But Romeus
meets him by chance. It was not a holiday, nor was the shop shut, and
nor was the apothecary reluctant. There was no alligator. These are
Shakespeare’s details.

“The world is not thy friend, nor the world’s law,’ Romeo tells the
apothecary: ‘take this.” He hands him money, a huge sum of forty
ducats, and the apothecary relents. He hands Romeo the poison. He
should not do so, by the regulations of his trade, but even as he does
so he remains a professional, for he hands the poison to Romeo with
instructions on the dose and how to take it. His trade is the prepara-
tion and sale of drugs for money.

159



1583-90

“This is the praise of Shakespeare,” wrote Samuel Johnson in his
1765 preface to the plays: ‘his drama is the mirror of life; that he who
has mazed his imagination in following the phantoms which other
writers raise before him, may here be cured of his delirious ecstasies
by reading human sentiments in human language, by scenes from
which a hermit may estimate the transactions of the world.” In this
small scene, a transaction of the world takes place and we are cured
of any delirious ecstasies of another, purer realm of art, of poetry. It is
extremely unusual in Shakespeare to see what we do here: a financial
transaction in which money changes hands as a working man
performs his trade. We may prefer a cleaner world. We may see trade
as sullied. Romeo does. ‘Gold, he says, as he hands over the ducats:
‘worse poison to men’s souls.” The apothecary stands for the fallen,
golden world, in which money changes hands and in which men
such as Cuthbert Burbage prosper.

But then Romeo changes his mind, and the apothecary is
redeemed, and through him the world of work. For Romeo cannot
stop thinking about the apothecary. He returns to Verona, and in the
tomb finds Juliet, and here he opens the poison. ‘Here’s to my love,’
he says, and he drinks, and then: ‘O true apothecary! / Thy drugs are
quick. Thus with a kiss a I die.” Romeo dies with the apothecary’s
name on his lips.
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In the middle of the afternoon on a weekday in November 1590 a
crowd is flooding into the Theatre. They are mostly men, and mostly
young, but there are some women too, and they dip through a narrow
opening in the high playhouse wall and emerge into the yard. The
summer has been long and fair and although the season is turning
the ground is dry underfoot. Playing in the professional playhouses
is not supposed to begin until after evening prayer, at half past three,
but before the play there is perhaps an hour of rough preliminary
entertainments. On the stage are dancers and tumblers and as the
audience fills the yard they look up and laugh. Just inside the entrance
is a second, smaller door. It leads up to the galleries and here a man
is standing. His name is Nicholas Bishop. He is thirty years old and
has no real trade. In later depositions he will describe himself as a
soap maker, but he is not at work today. He is a chancer, and he is not
quite as tough as he seems.
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Bishop is here because he is a friend of Ralph Miles, the surly son
of Robert, and he has been accompanied on his trip to the Theatre by
his friend’s father and Margaret Brayne. These two have devised a bold
plan. They will install Bishop at the gallery gate inside the Theatre yard
as a ‘gatherer’. Here, he will collect the money paid by those playgoers
who wish to buy their entry to the galleries, and in this way, Margaret
will recoup some of what she feels she is owed. By placing him here,
she is making a careful point: that she is an owner of the playhouse, and
that her share of the profits therefore comes from the gallery takings.
It means, however, that she, Miles and Bishop must stand inside the
playhouse. Before they arrive at the Theatre, Margaret and Miles warn
Bishop that the Burbages might respond with violence. They advise
him to avoid a fight, if he can. He stands at the gallery door, and begins
to collect money from the playgoers, and Margaret and Miles stand a
little apart from him, and in the freewheeling carnival atmosphere of a
playhouse warming up, their plan seems to work.

But not for long. The Burbages arrive like a small whirlwind, all
at once. James, and his wife Ellen, and their younger son Richard
rush out of the tiring house at the back of the stage, where the actors
are getting ready, and down from the stage into the yard, and push
through the gathering crowd. Perhaps it looks to the playgoers like
an unexpected and enjoyable part of the pre-show entertainments,
tor Richard has in his hand an unlikely object: a broomstick. As the
Burbages reach the gallery door Robert Miles holds up a rolled docu-
ment. It is, he says, an order issued by the Court of Chancery, and it
instructs that Margaret has a right to a share in the profits from the
Theatre. James Burbage scoffs. The court order is nothing but a scrap
of paper he might use to wipe his tail, he says.

As the crowd turns with amusement to the scuffle, another man
joins them. He is named John Alleyn, and while he is sometimes an
actor he also works as a business manager for the playing company
performing here today, so perhaps he is in the yard to watch the
show. Now Miles is warning Burbage. He is, he insists, in contempt
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of court,and Burbage replies that he would commit twenty contempts
sooner than lose his property. Alleyn tries to calm things down. He
tells Burbage that Margaret does have some right to a share in the
profits, and that everybody knows. Hang her, whore, replies Burbage.
But she has conscience on her side, Alleyn insists. Conscience? replies
Burbage, and swears: God’s blood. Next time, he says, my sons will
meet them with pistols and shoot them in the legs.

The older couples rail and swear: James Burbage and Ellen,
Robert Miles and Margaret Brayne, scuffling over a scrap of paper.
Richard watches. As Robert and Margaret start to leave, he turns and
walks over to where Bishop has been standing. He still has the
broomstick in his hand. In contrast to his father, he does not raise his
voice. There is something uncanny about him. It is as if he happens
at different speeds, both very quick and luxuriously slow. As he
approaches Bishop, he plays idly with the broomstick. It is a prop as
much as a weapon, and it is a joke: he is here to sweep out the rubbish.
He comes close to Bishop, and he reaches out his free hand, and
tweaks Bishop’s nose. Your friends have left, Richard says. But you
can stay, if youd like to pay to see the play.

It was a desperate plan by Margaret and Miles but their last two
weeks had been a rollercoaster of triumph and setback. On Friday, 13
November, in a surprise for all, the Court of Chancery had ruled to
uphold Margaret’s claim to her moiety of the Theatre. On the
tollowing Monday, 16 November, Robert Miles and his son Ralph
had paid a visit to the Burbage family house just off Holywell Street,
close by the Theatre. There they met Cuthbert Burbage, and he
coolly answered their claims. When Miles and his son insisted that
they were owed, Cuthbert replied that the lease on the Theatre was
his property, for he had obtained it from John Hyde. When they
repeated that the Court of Chancery had ruled against him, he
answered that he would give his answer, if needed, before the court,
but that he would not give away that which he had paid for and that
which was rightfully his. Overhearing, James looked out of the
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upstairs window. Unlike his sons, he could not control himself.
‘Murdering whore, he shouted out, at the mention of Margaret, and
sent them off with another shout: a cart, a cart, to carry you away.
Miles and his son left.

Richard Burbage, the younger son, was not at home on the day
that Miles and Ralph had called. But he heard of it from his father
and his brother, and he waited. He knew that Miles would return.
Tuesday 17th was Accession Day, and there were tilts at Whitehall
and bells rung in churches across the city, in celebration of the queen,
and Miles and Ralph plotted their return. They called upon Bishop
and asked for his help. While they did so, Richard waited. He knew

his opportunity was coming.

Who was he, then, this hot and cold man, Richard Burbage? He was
twenty-two years old, younger brother to Cuthbert, younger son to
James, and at this moment he was all rolled up: coiled and ready, like
a tiger, to spring.

By the autumn of 1590, Richard had been acting for five years,
since 1584 or 1585. He began his career at sixteen or seventeen as
working men did: with an apprenticeship. The actual evidence for
Richard’s early years is scarce. But we do know that later, when he was
a triumphantly successful actor, he bound apprentices of his own,
Nicholas Tooley and Richard Robinson, who remembered him as
their master. So we can assume that Richard set out in the customary
way. He began by taking small roles, of children, the occasional servant,
and then when he was slightly more experienced the female roles.

Boy actors went on playing female roles until they were twenty-
one or so. This seems late, but young men were held back through
long training before they were fully considered men; and in this
malnourished society, in which food was scarce, puberty was often
postponed. ‘Nay, let me not play a woman,’ pleads Francis Flute in
the second scene of 4 Midsummer Night’s Dream, as the actors gather
to cast their play: ‘I have a beard coming.’ Flute, the bellows-mender,
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is a working man, not a teenager. He is ready to become an adult, to
take on the adult roles.

In the closing years of the 1580s, while Richard was playing small
roles and learning his craft, Shakespeare was busy with his own
apprenticeship. He was four years older than Richard. The young
playwright, in 1588 and 1589 and 1590, had been collaborating with
other, more experienced playwrights: with Peele on a gory Roman
tragedy, Titus Andronicus; on a sprawling historical sequence we
know as the Henry VI plays with Marlowe and Nashe. Another play
on stage at the Theatre that year has long been described simply as
‘anonymous’. Arden of Faversham is dated, with some certainty, to late
1588 or early 1589, and it tells the ramshackle true-crime story of
the murder of a landowner in Kent by his wife and her lover. The
play is unlike the others that Shakespeare had been working on. It is
unusually domestic. And it centres upon a female character: Alice,
the home counties femme fatale, who seduces, murders and grieves.

The play has prompted much speculation by Shakespearean
textual scholars. But there is increasing agreement that Shakespeare
wrote at least part of it,and the editors of the New Oxford Shakespeare
include it among Shakespeare’s complete works. They add, as a
further speculation, that the demanding lead role of Alice might
have been written for Richard Burbage.

We cannot know and do not really need to. Whether or not
Shakespeare wrote this play, and Richard acted in it, in these years
and at the Theatre the two men met and quickly bound themselves
to one another. Their friendship enabled both to do extraordinary
work in the decades ahead, and although it is hard to imagine that
the two men did not deeply care for and respect one another, perhaps
friendship is not quite the right word. In his will, Shakespeare
remembered Richard Burbage as one of his ‘fellows’. The word holds
a range of associations: co-worker, collaborator or perhaps brother.

The Theatre in the last years of the 1580s was the setting for the
meeting and apprenticeship of these two remarkably creative men. It
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was a moment of beginning, and of powerful potential, and crucial to
their joint and increasingly collaborative apprenticeship was them
learning to work with and upon raw materials. In their case these raw
materials were not timbers or wool but the basic elements from
which plays may be made. They went to work — and learned how to
work — by drawing upon the materials they found at the Theatre.

There survives a handful of mentions, in gossipy pamphlets, of a
popular but short-lived play. In the summer of 1589 the playwright
and hack journalist Thomas Nashe joked about a new imitation of
Seneca, a kind of pastiche Roman tragedy that featured what he
called ‘whole Hamlets, 1 should say handfuls, of tragical speeches’.
There is a note from a few years later, recording the performance of
a play called ‘Hamlet’ at another playhouse in London, and then a
couple of years later, another pamphlet laughingly recalled ‘the
Vizard of ye ghost which cried so miserably at ye Theatre, like an
oyster wife, Hamlet, revenge!’

The play was clearly terrible. All those who mention it describe
over-wrought, mock-classical, bloodthirsty rubbish. A character
intones the deathless line ‘Blood is a beggar’ while another cries out
‘Hamlet, revenge!” These phrases are all that remain. It was performed
only a handful of times; it was never printed. But it leaves a tanta-
lising enigma. This play — about a character named Hamlet, with a
ghost who calls out for revenge — was played at several playhouses in
London including the Theatre in the spring or early summer of
1589. But this is a decade before the composition of the famous play
we know as Shakespeare’s Hamlet, which scholars date with confi-
dence to the very beginning of the next century. The earlier and lost
play is sometimes referred to as the ‘proto-Hamlef, and we do not
know who wrote it. Perhaps, as with Arden of Faversham, it was Kyd,
or perhaps it was one of Watson’s lost plays.

The obvious speculation is to suggest that the young Shakespeare
wrote the proto-Hamlet, and perhaps even for Richard Burbage. The
New Oxford Shakespeare argues so. But this does not correspond with
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other details we categorically know, and it contradicts Shakespeare’s
common pattern of work. It seems too unlikely that Shakespeare and
Burbage, having tried once with a Hamlet play which resulted in
failure, should return to it a decade later and convert it into a success.

Instead, we might tell a different story, and one that is — as we
shall see, in the following chapters — entirely characteristic of
Shakespeare’s working habits. The later Hamletr — Shakespeare’s
Hamlet, as played by Burbage in 1600 —was his reworking of someone
else’s old play. At the Theatre in 1589 the young playwright and the
young actor saw, and came to know well, a gory, unsuccessful play.
They did not create it but they learned from it: as in a workshop,
trying out what worked and what did not. The proto-Hamlet ties
Shakespeare and Burbage together as apprentices, together learning
from the successes and failures of their masters.

In the autumn of 1590, Shakespeare and Burbage were setting out.
Ahead of them was a great run of roles. Over the next two decades,
Shakespeare wrote and Richard starred as Romeo, Hamlet, Othello,
King Lear. Shakespeare did not only write these roles; he wrote them
for Richard Burbage. As Simon Palfrey and Tiffany Stern explain in
their book Shakespeare in Parts, the Elizabethans believed that the
first actor to play a role created that character and that all subsequent
actors to take on the role were only imitating the first actor. Even
now, when an actor takes on Hamlet, LL.ear or Romeo, he or she is
only doing a distant impersonation of Richard Burbage, the first and
true original.

He was the first; he was also the best. In a play written by Ben
Jonson a couple of decades later a ‘Burbage’ is slang for ‘the best
actor’. We might guess at another nickname. The only surviving
account of his acting style appears in a brief essay on the English
stage written in the 1660s by the poet and playwright Richard
Flecknoe. Flecknoe was old enough, just, to have seen Burbage on
stage; even if he had not, he certainly knew people who had, and
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Flecknoe calls Burbage ‘a delightful Proteus’. This sea-god, who slips
through shapes and is impossible to hold, is a fine honorific for any
actor, but the name crops up in two early plays by Shakespeare. In
The Two Gentlemen of Verona —likely written in 1588 — Proteus is one
of the titular two gentlemen. He is a slightly insalubrious young man
but a perfect role for the young actor. In the play we know as the
third part of Henry VI, but which was first called 7he True Tragedy of
Richard Duke of York and likely written by Shakespeare and Marlowe
in late 1590, the villainous Richard Gloucester boasts of his own
transformations: ‘I can add colours to the chameleon, / Change
shapes with Proteus for advantages.” We know that Burbage played
Richard. These are the only times Shakespeare uses the word: in
early plays, written for performance at the Theatre, and with one
specific actor in mind.

They played a game of names: affectionate, actorly, almost invis-
ible. In 1601 Richard married Winifred Turner, and they settled in
Shoreditch. Their first child, a daughter, was born in early January
1603. She was called Julia on the record of her baptism at the parish
church of St Leonard’s but she was Juliet on the record of her burial
in September 1608. The names are close enough to be interchange-
able, and here might be the slip of a clerk’s pen, common enough in
the church records of the time. Perhaps she was both. If she was Julia,
she was named for the beloved of Proteus in Two Gentlemen of Verona,
if she was Juliet, then she was the love of Romeo. The great actor
named his first-born daughter after one he had loved on stage. In
September 1604, Winifred gave birth to another daughter. She died
three days after her baptism, too brief, but enough time to give her a
name, and she was Frances. Francis Flute is the bellows-mender in A4
Midsummer Nights Dream, who worried about his beard coming
through and yet took on the role of Thisbe.

A boy was born, their first son, next, and they named him Richard.
This was likely for his father, but his father famously played a Richard
in at least two plays: first as the scheming Duke of Gloucester and
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then as the wily villain King Richard III. This young Richard was
buried in August 1607 and the same month another daughter was
born. She was named Anne. In Richard III, Lady Anne is wooed and
won by Richard. The run of four children in six years was a strain
upon them, and there was a pause until October 1613, when another
daughter was born. She was named Winifred, for her mother, and
she too died when she was just three. Another daughter was born on
Christmas Day 1614, and they named her Julia, or Juliet. It was
common to reuse the name of a dead sibling. Julia lived only a little
more than six months.

In November 1616, another boy: William, surely named in honour
of the playwright who had died six months earlier. Richard died in
the late spring of 1619, but Winifred was pregnant again: she gave
birth to a final daughter in August of that year, and the widowed
Winifred named her Sara. Apart from Sara, over whose naming
Richard had no say, and apart from Winifred — who was named for
her mother — six of Richard Burbage’s eight children were given
names with a direct connection to Shakespeare, and more specifically

to a role played by Richard.

These in-jokes hint at a deep and affectionate relation between the
two men. It is tempting to see their working relationship only one
way: Shakespeare as the maker and Burbage as his creature, saying
aloud the words that he has been given, and with them finding fame.
But this is too narrow, and just as Shakespeare was playing with his
Proteus so too was Burbage giving something in return. He had the
capacity, the promise, the swagger to perform such complex roles,
which in turn enabled Shakespeare to write them. These roles were
not loaned to Burbage. Instead, and through his own work, they were
his, which is why he gave their names to his children.

Shakespeare and Richard Burbage were fellows throughout their
long careers. In 1613, close to Shakespeare’s retirement from writing,
the two men were commissioned to create what was called an impresa:
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a painted insignia, with a motto, to be carried by Francis Manners,
the sixth Earl of Rutland, at a show to celebrate the anniversary of the
accession of King James. Shakespeare wrote the motto and Burbage
painted it and they were, according to a record kept by Thomas
Screvin, who was Rutland’s steward, paid forty-four shillings each in
gold. This is a little more than £2, so not a bad rate for what must
have been relatively quick work. The motto itself does not survive.

The payment ties the two men together, after close to quarter of a
century of collaboration, and it ties them once more back to
Shoreditch and the old Holywell site which had long since been
abandoned by the Theatre and was covered with newly built tene-
ments. For the Rutland family owned the southern portion of the
Holywell site, and while the earls themselves certainly did not reside
there — they preferred Belvoir Castle and their vast estates in
Leicestershire — it seems that Screvin himself did oversee the running
and rental of the Rutland properties at Holywell. In 1597 he had a
small legal scuftle with Cuthbert over the exact border between the
Rutland and Burbage holdings. The link to Holywell was not neces-
sarily what prompted Rutland to hire Shakespeare and Burbage, but
it does neatly indicate that the working habits and bond between
these two men, which began at Holywell in the late 1580s, lasted
their whole working lives.

After Richard Burbage died, in March 1619, a flood of elegies
mourned the great actor. ‘Here lies the best Tragedian ever played,
runs one: ‘Poor Romeo never more shall tears beget / For Juliet’s love
and cruel Capulet.” It goes on:

Since thou art gone, dear Dick, a tragic night
Will wrap our black-hung stage: he made a Poet,
And those who yet remain fully surely know it.

The rhyme of ‘poet’and ‘know it’would surely have made Shakespeare
wince, but he was three years dead by 1619, and in the death of his
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most famous actor, their collective work was finally over. ‘He made a
Poet,’ insists the funeral elegy, which suggests that it was Burbage
who made Shakespeare, rather than the other way round. It was never
a simple division of one writing the words and the other saying them,
as another contemporary elegy suggests. This again names the char-
acters Burbage played — Hamlet, King Lear, Othello ‘the grieved
Moor’ - but not the playwright who wrote them. ‘How did his speech
become him,’ continues the elegy, ‘and his pace / Suit with his speech.’
The speech was Burbage’s, and Shakespeare has vanished, but he
returns inside a pun. The words Burbage spoke became him, says the
elegy, which means both that they suited him — that they were
becoming —but also that Burbage in turn was made from those words.

‘Labour’: this was how Cuthbert described his brother’s acting.
Labour in Elizabethan London meant a company, meant collabora-
tion, meant your fellows too, joined in collective work. Richard
Flecknoe, writing towards the end of the seventeenth century,
insisted that Burbage was above all a worker. “Those who call him a
Player do him wrong, no man being less idle than he, whose whole
life is nothing else but action,” he wrote. But the twist is that he was
working hard at something that did not look like work at all. Flecknoe
adds: ‘with only this difference from other men, that as what is but a
Play to them, is his Business: so their business is but a play to him’.
This is the purest expression of the whole Burbage provocation. In
making play of business, and business of play, he was his father’s son.
But he was also Shakespeare’s brother, his fellow.

He had the quality of going on, such that even when he had come
to the end of the lines he remained, wrote Flecknoe, ‘an excellent
Actor still, never falling in his Part when he had done speaking; but
with his looks and gesture, maintaining it still unto the height.” It
made Proteus worth celebrating half a century later. He did not act
only for the audience; or rather, for Burbage, everyone was audience.
As Flecknoe explained, Burbage’s power lay in ‘so wholly trans-
forming himself into his Part, and putting off himself with his
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Clothes, as he never (not so much in the Tiring-house) assumd
himself again until the Play was done’. The tiring house was the
small room immediately behind the stage, where the actors put on
costumes, head-dresses — ‘tires’— and even here, when he was offstage,
he was in his role. He decided when the playing began, and when it
stopped.

In November 1590, Richard Burbage was waiting for his celebrated
roles to be created. But in some ways, they were all already here. In one
of the few essays on Burbage, Alexander Leggatt observes a common
tic among the Shakespearean leads first performed by the actor:
‘Burbage’s character repeatedly catches another character off guard
with a sudden, brutal attack, physical and/or emotional, after earlier
apparent closeness.” Romeo stabs Tybalt; Brutus stabs Caesar; Hamlet
stabs Polonius; Othello loves Desdemona but he strangles her still.
Leggatt calls the quick turn from closeness to rage a ‘Burbage moment’
and it was, we might assume, a characteristic habit of the man. He was
impulsive — or he could act it beautifully — and Shakespeare saw some-
thing he could work with. It was both the intensity of the emotions
and the speed of movement between them that was terrifying. He
might be one thing; he might be another. In the yard of the Theatre in
1590, he was fooling with a broomstick. He was not on stage but he
was in character. He reached out and tweaked Bishop’s nose. ‘Scornfully
and disdainfully playing with this deponent’s nose,” ran Bishop’s
affronted deposition. Richard Burbage was always playing.

A broomstick is an entirely common object. There was certainly one
lying around in the tiring house, or by the stage; it would be useful
for cleaning up at the end of a show. But in an actor’s hands it
becomes a prop, and it changes. At Christmas 1574 the Earl of
Leicester’s Men played before the queen at court, and the record of
their expenses survives. It includes a payment for ‘Long poles with
brushes for chimney sweepers in my Lord of Leicester’s Men’s play,
and for Moss and Sticks and other implements for them.” The
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Christmas play featured a dance or masque of chimney sweepers,
tooling with broomsticks, tidying away moss and sticks, before an
audience of richly dressed courtiers laughing in the holiday season.
Richard was only six years old but his father James Burbage was
likely one of Leicester’s players, and he could have told his son the
story. A broomstick has a joke inside it; a broomstick is funny. The
only Shakespeare play that calls for a broom is 4 Midsummer Night’s
Dream. At the end the naughty fairy Puck enters. He has caused so
much trouble and he has come to set things right. ‘I am sent with
broom before,” he smirks to the audience: “To sweep the dust behind
the door.” He is only pretending to tidy up.

A broomstick is unexpected. More likely would be some stronger
weapon: a club, a dagger, a sword. Almost every one of Shakespeare’s
plays calls for some kind of sword. Sometimes they are specified.
Hamlet has a rapier, a long, thin blade for stabbing, and then foils,
smaller fencing swords, for the play’s final scene. Petruccio has a rusty
old sword with a broken hilt in The Taming of the Shrew. Most often
it is a generic sword. ‘Hold, take my sword,” says Banquo, and all of
these would have been available behind the stage. The playing
companies were well armed. There survives an inventory of props
held at the Rose playhouse in March 1598. It includes a dozen foils,
eight clubs, three lances and a wooden hatchet. More glamorous
weaponry was also available, for the stock of props also included a
helmet, a shield, a shiny spear and a bow and quiver of arrows for
Cupid. If something similar was available at the Theatre then Richard
Burbage’s choice of a humble weapon is telling. He might have come
out like a gladiator. Instead, he came out like a servant.

The players had access to wonderful things. That same inventory
includes six crowns: one with a sun, one for a ghost and one plain. It
mentions an invisibility cloak, animal heads — a boar, lions, a bull —and
a bay tree and a tree of golden apples. But plays call also for more
domestic items such as plates and mugs, chairs and broomsticks, and
these do not appear on the inventory from the Rose. A production of
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Arden of Faversham needs a dagger, with which Arden is stabbed; but
it also needs a chair and a table, for him to sit at when he is stabbed.
These items have a double use, both on stage and in daily life, and for
these more mundane items the players simply used what was available.

The only difference between a prop broomstick and a real broom-
stick lies in how it is being used. But there is a difference between a
real gun and a toy gun. A gun was the other weapon mentioned in
the fight in the Theatre yard. As John Alleyn testified, James Burbage
had issued the following threat: that if Margaret Brayne and Robert
Miles were to return to the Theatre he would give his sons ‘charged
Pistols with powder and hempseed to shoot them in the legs’. We
know that there were real, working guns at the Theatre because of an
awful accident that took place there. In November 1587, the Lord
Admiral’s Men were performing. The play, as one of the actors wrote
to his father a few days later, called for the players ‘to tie one of their
tellows to a post and shoot him to death’.

The play might have been The Spanish Tragedy, by Thomas Kyd,
which does feature a public execution of a minor character called
Pedringano; or it might have been the second part of Tamburlaine by
Christopher Marlowe, in which the governor of Babylon is shot. But
these were stage executions, which feigned the actual death by firing.
On 16 November, as the actor continued, the actors did not realise
that their prop musket, also known as a calliver, was a loaded and real
one: ‘Having borrowed their callivers one of the players hand-swerved
his piece being charged with bullet missed the fellow he aimed at.’
The bullet ricocheted into the yard, where it killed a child and a
pregnant woman and injured another man in the head.

The Theatre was a place where real violence happened. In
December 1574, the Common Council of London passed an act that
set new conditions upon the permissions granted to playing within
the City walls. Among its customary catalogue of objections, the act
observes that a trip to the playhouse was an opportunity to be robbed
or corrupted, a distraction from divine service and an exposure to bad
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language. On top of these spiritual and moral injuries it presented
the occasion for actual bodily harm, for ‘besides that also sundry
slaughters and mayhemings of the Queen’s Subjects have happened
by ruins of Scaffolds, frames, and Stages, and by engines, weapons,
and powder used in plays’. The galleries might fall upon you, as
happened at the Paris Garden. You might be shot. This was not only
Puritan worry b