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Abstract: This article examines the relationship between the architectural conditions of the
Elizabethan playhouse and the dramatic forms produced within it, arguing that the thrust stage
of the Globe and the enclosed hall of the Blackfriars Theatre were not neutral performance
venues but active participants in the production of dramatic meaning. Drawing on Andrew
Gurr's The Shakespearean Stage 1574—1642, E. K. Chambers's The Elizabethan Stage, Stephen
Greenblatt's Shakespearean Negotiations, Peter Brook's The Empty Space, and close reading
of Shakespeare's The Merchant of Venice, the essay argues that specific dramatic techniques
— the soliloquy, the aside, and the technique of word scenery — were not purely literary
inventions but spatial events whose theatrical force depended on the architectural conditions
of the buildings in which they occurred. It further argues that the Globe's bare thrust stage
embodied, in built form, the humanist conviction that the human performer and the human
voice were sufficient instruments for the creation of theatrical meaning — and that this
architectural philosophy found its counterpart, and in certain respects its culmination, in the
candlelit intimacy of the Blackfriars indoor theatre.
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I. Introduction: Architecture as Argument

Andrew Gurr's observation that the Elizabethan stage was 'not a neutral container for the plays
performed on it' is axiomatic for the argument that follows, and yet its implications have not
been sufficiently absorbed by the mainstream of dramatic scholarship. The dominant tradition
in the academic study of English Renaissance drama has been literary rather than theatrical —
oriented toward the close reading of texts, the analysis of language, the interpretation of
character and idea — and has treated the physical conditions of performance as background
information rather than as constitutive forces. The results of this methodological assumption
are visible throughout the critical literature: commentaries that discuss the soliloquy as a
literary device without reference to the spatial conditions that gave it its theatrical force;
analyses of dramatic structure that treat the episodic organisation of Elizabethan drama as a
formal choice without tracing its origins in the theatrical habits of the medieval stage; accounts
of Shakespeare's language that describe its atmospheric density without noting that this density
was a practical response to the conditions of a bare stage that had no other means of establishing
time, place, and mood.
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The argument of this essay is that the architecture of the Elizabethan playhouse — its
dimensions, its acoustic properties, its social organisation, its relationship between performer
and audience — was not merely the setting for the drama of the period but one of its
determining conditions. Two buildings receive extended analysis: the Globe Theatre, built in
1599 by the Lord Chamberlain's Men on the south bank of the Thames, and the Blackfriars
Theatre, the indoor venue that Shakespeare's company used as its winter house from 1609
onwards. Between them, these two buildings defined the spatial horizon within which the most
ambitious drama of the Elizabethan and Jacobean period was produced, and each shaped what
was possible within it with a specificity that the textual record alone cannot reveal.

There is a further dimension to the architectural argument that has not always received the
attention it deserves: the relationship between the design of the Elizabethan playhouse and the
humanist intellectual culture of the Renaissance. This essay argues that the Globe's bare thrust
stage was not merely a practical solution to the acoustic and spatial challenges of outdoor
performance but an architectural expression of the humanist conviction that human experience,
rendered with sufficient intelligence and artistry, was the proper and inexhaustible subject of
serious artistic attention. The building embodied, in timber and plaster, a philosophical position
about what theatre was for.

II. Humanism and the Intellectual Transformation of Theatrical Purpose

The Renaissance, as it reached England in the late fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, brought
with it a reorientation of intellectual life whose consequences for theatrical culture were both
direct and profound. Humanism — the central intellectual movement of the period, committed
to the revival of classical learning and animated by an insistence on the dignity, potential, and
complexity of human beings — did not create the theatrical culture of the Elizabethan period
from nothing. It found an existing theatrical culture, already equipped with performative
conventions, social institutions, and structural habits developed over two centuries of medieval
practice, and it provided that culture with a new set of intellectual ambitions and a new
understanding of what drama was for.

Chambers's documentation of the humanist defence of drama in The Elizabethan Stage is
instructive here. Renaissance critics who sought to justify theatrical performance against the
sustained opposition of Puritan detractors consistently argued for its moral and educational
value — its capacity to function as what Chambers summarises as 'the image of life and
manners,' a representation of human experience through which audiences could learn about
virtue, folly, and the consequences of moral choice. This humanist defence of drama was not
merely a pragmatic response to political pressure; it reflected a genuine intellectual conviction
that the stage was an appropriate medium for the serious exploration of human experience in
all its social, psychological, and philosophical dimensions.

The transformation of dramatic purpose that humanism effected — from the devotional
instruction of medieval theatre to the philosophical exploration of the Elizabethan stage — is
nowhere more visible than in the characters that the new drama produced. Hamlet, Macbeth,
Doctor Faustus, Shylock — these are not the representative figures of the medieval theatrical
tradition, in which the allegorical character stands for a theological position and whose fate is
determined by the doctrinal logic of the drama's moral framework. They are individuals,
psychologically specific and morally irreducible, whose situations raise questions that the
drama conspicuously declines to answer. As Greenblatt argues in Shakespearean Negotiations,
the plays of the Elizabethan period participated in a broader cultural negotiation about the
nature of authority, the limits of human knowledge, and the relationship between individual
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experience and social order — a negotiation for which the open-ended, morally complex
dramatic forms of the Renaissance were uniquely equipped.

This shift from the representative to the individual, from the didactic to the exploratory, from
the resolved to the open-ended, was inseparable from the architectural transformation that
accompanied it. The humanist conviction that human experience was the proper subject of
serious artistic attention required a stage that placed the human performer — rather than
symbolic scenic apparatus or theological spectacle — at the centre of the theatrical event. The
bare thrust stage of the Globe was that stage. Its architectural austerity was not a poverty of
means but a statement of conviction.

II1. The Globe: Architectural Design and Social Logic

The Globe Theatre, built in 1599 from the timber of the dismantled Theatre in Shoreditch, was
in its origins as much an act of institutional self-determination as an act of architectural
construction. Greenblatt's account of the building's genesis in Will in the World traces the
decision by the Lord Chamberlain's Men to dismantle their old theatre and transport its
materials across the Thames to Southwark — a decision that freed them from the authority of
a hostile landlord and established the conditions under which they would henceforth practise
their art. The company that built the Globe owned it: they were answerable to no landlord, and
the income generated at its gates belonged to the players rather than to a proprietor. This
financial and institutional independence had direct artistic consequences. Gurr notes that it has
been estimated eighty per cent of Shakespeare's scenes written for the Globe 'could have been
performed on a completely bare stage platform,' and he observes that 'the modesty of
Shakespeare's demands for his plays may reflect his financial interests as well as his dramatic
sophistication.' Owning the building freed the company to invest not in visual spectacle but in
language and performance — and the architecture they built was designed to support precisely
that investment.

The structural arrangement of the Globe is, in its social dimensions, a miniature map of the city
it served. Because the playhouse was a commercial enterprise, its architects designed the space
to separate the audience according to wealth with an architectural precision that was entirely
deliberate. The open, unroofed yard at the centre of the building accommodated the groundlings
— the penny-paying standing audience who pressed around the three exposed sides of the
thrust stage. Surrounding the yard, three tiers of galleries offered progressively more
comfortable accommodation at progressively higher prices, culminating in the gentlemen's
rooms that were, as the building contract for the Fortune Theatre specifies, 'seeled with lathe,
lyme haire' — finished with smooth plaster ceilings that insulated their occupants from the
noise and weather of the open playhouse. The Globe was, in Gurr's formulation, a social
institution as much as a theatrical one: a space in which the hierarchies of London life were
reproduced and made architecturally visible.

The thrust stage itself — forty-three feet wide, projecting into the middle of the yard,
surrounded on three sides by the standing audience — was the architectural feature that most
decisively shaped the kind of drama produced within the building. R. A. Foakes's analysis of
the Fortune contract, which specified that the stage, staircases, and galleries were to be made
'exactly as at the Globe,' gives us the principal documentary basis for understanding its
dimensions. The stage stood approximately five feet above the yard, was covered by a thatched
roof known as the Heavens, and was supported by decorative columns carved with the figures
of satyrs — a detail that was, as Foakes observes, deliberate: Tudor scholars believed 'satyr' to
be the root of 'satire' and 'tragedy' to derive from 'goat song,' so the carving permanently
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inscribed the symbols of comedy and tragedy into the structural fabric of the building. The
Globe announced its theatrical purpose not merely in its function but in its symbolic
vocabulary.

IV. The Soliloquy, the Aside, and Word Scenery as Spatial Events

The three dramatic techniques most closely associated with the theatrical achievement of the
Elizabethan period — the soliloquy, the aside, and the technique of word scenery — have each
been extensively discussed in the critical literature as features of dramatic language or dramatic
structure. They have been far less frequently discussed as spatial events: as techniques whose
theatrical force was inseparable from the specific architectural conditions of the building in
which they were performed. This section argues that the spatial dimension is not supplementary
to the literary analysis of these techniques but constitutive of their meaning — that each of
them was made possible, and made theatrically powerful, by the specific geometry of the
Globe's thrust stage.

The soliloquy is, in purely literary terms, a device by which a character voices their private
thoughts. In the architectural conditions of the Globe, it was considerably more than this. The
thrust stage projected into the middle of the yard, and the actor standing at its forward edge
was surrounded by the audience on three sides, separated from the groundlings by only the
wooden boards and iron pikes of the stage fencing. Because the yard was open to the sky, actor
and audience shared the same natural daylight; the performer was not addressing a darkened
room but looking directly into the faces of the crowd. The soliloquy, in these conditions, was
not a literary monologue but an act of genuine communication — a moment in which the
boundary between the character's private world and the audience's public world was spatially
dissolved. The actor playing Launcelot Gobbo in The Merchant of Venice, standing at the lip
of the thrust stage with the groundlings pressing around him on three sides while he deliberated
comically between conscience and the temptation to run away from Shylock, was not
performing a soliloquy for a darkened auditorium; he was having a conversation with a crowd.
The aside derives its theatrical force from a related spatial logic. In a proscenium theatre, the
aside is a purely conventional device: the audience accepts by agreement that the other actors
cannot hear what is being said, but no physical separation reinforces this convention. At the
Globe, the architecture made the aside spatially credible in a way that the proscenium stage
cannot replicate. Because the stage projected into the middle of the yard, an actor moving to
the forward edge of the platform was, in genuine spatial terms, closer to the groundlings than
to the other performers standing upstage. The actor at the front of the thrust was, architecturally
speaking, standing among the audience rather than before them — and the other characters,
visible but distant at the rear of the stage, were spatially separated from this exchange in a way
that gave the aside a physical credibility no convention alone could produce.

The example from The Merchant of Venice that most fully realises this spatial logic is the aside
in Act 1, Scene 3, in which Shylock steps forward to confide to the audience his private
contempt for Antonio: 'How like a fawning publican he looks! / I hate him for he is a Christian'
(1.3.36-37) — while continuing to negotiate with him in apparently civil terms. The physical
staging of this moment, with Shylock addressing the groundlings at the lip of the thrust stage
while Antonio remained visible behind him, gave the audience a sense of privileged complicity
in Shylock's inner world — an access to private villainy and private grievance — that no
pictorial stage arrangement could replicate. The aside was not merely a textual device; it was
a spatial transaction, made possible by the specific geometry of the building.
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Word scenery — the technique by which characters establish time, place, and atmospheric
conditions entirely through language — has received extensive critical attention as an
achievement of Elizabethan dramatic poetry. It has received far less attention as the practical
consequence of a bare stage that had no other means of establishing these conditions. The Globe
used no painted backdrops, no scenic sets; the stage was largely bare timber, and performances
took place in the afternoon under natural daylight. When a play required a night scene, the actor
had to establish darkness verbally or carry a lighted torch onto a sunlit stage. The famous
opening of Act 5, Scene 1 of The Merchant of Venice — in which Lorenzo and Jessica are
meant to be sitting outside at night — illustrates the technique at its most accomplished:

The moon shines bright. In such a night as this, / When the sweet wind

did gently kiss the trees / And they did make no noise, in such a night /

Troilus, methinks, mounted the Trojan walls / And sighed his soul toward

the Grecian tents / Where Cressid lay that night. (5.1.1-6)
With these lines, spoken on a sunlit afternoon stage, the actor playing Lorenzo establishes time,
lighting, atmosphere, and romantic mood with a linguistic precision and density that no scenic
apparatus could achieve. The bare stage was not a limitation that Shakespeare worked around;
it was a condition he worked with, producing a dramatic poetry — atmospheric, spatially
precise, imaginatively charged — that the pictorial stage of a later period would have no
occasion to develop. Word scenery is, in this sense, one of the most direct products of the
Globe's architectural austerity: a technique born of practical necessity that became one of the
defining achievements of English dramatic language.
V. Acoustics, the Heavens, and Vocal Performance
The acoustic design of the Globe was as deliberate and as architecturally sophisticated as its
spatial arrangement, and it deserves more attention than it typically receives in accounts of
Elizabethan theatrical practice. The enclosed polygonal shape of the timber and plaster
structure functioned as a large acoustic chamber: the hard wooden walls and smooth plaster
ceilings of the galleries reflected sound back into the interior of the building rather than
absorbing it. The thatched roof that covered the stage — the Heavens, as it was known — acted
as an acoustic canopy, directing sound outward and upward into the tiered seating. And because
the thrust stage projected so far into the yard, no member of the audience — not the groundling
standing immediately below the stage, not the patron in the highest gallery at the back of the
building — was more than approximately fifty feet from the action.
This acoustic design was the culmination of a process that had its origins in the theatrical
history examined in the companion essay to this one. The sharp acoustic of the medieval church
interior — which had shaped the transition from chanted liturgy to spoken dialogue, and which
had made the formal vocal performance of the early liturgical drama possible — had found its
Elizabethan equivalent in the polygonal playhouse. The Globe's geometry was determined as
much by the need to concentrate and project sound as by any other architectural consideration:
the circle, or near-circle, is the optimal acoustic form for unamplified vocal performance, and
the Elizabethan theatre builders — drawing on an empirical understanding of acoustic
principles refined through decades of experience in temporary outdoor performance —
incorporated this principle into their permanent architecture.
The practical consequence of this acoustic design was that the full rhetorical power of the
dramatic language written for the Globe could reach every member of the audience. Portia's
speech in the trial scene of The Merchant of Venice — '"The quality of mercy is not strained'
(4.1.181) — required not merely linguistic sophistication but acoustic support: the sustained
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rhetorical argument, building phrase by phrase toward its climactic appeal, needed to carry to
the furthest gallery without losing its articulative precision. The Heavens canopy, the reflective
galleries, and the enclosed polygonal form provided that support. The relationship between the
language of the play and the acoustic design of the building was not accidental but constitutive:
each was designed, in its different medium, to do the same work.

VI. Blackfriars and the Indoor Stage: A Different Theatrical Philosophy

The contrast between the Globe and the Blackfriars Theatre is not simply a contrast between
two buildings. It is, as Gurr's analysis in The Shakespearean Stage makes clear, a contrast
between two theatrical philosophies, two social worlds, and two distinct understandings of
what the theatrical event should be. Where the Globe addressed the city of London in all its
social diversity — placing the penny-paying groundling and the gallery-sitting gentleman in
the same building, under the same daylight, in proximate relation to the same thrust stage —
Blackfriars addressed a select and socially homogeneous community in the language of
intellectual refinement and atmospheric intimacy.

The origins of the Blackfriars site as a Dominican monastery — and its subsequent history as
a jurisdictional liberty exempt from the authority of the City of London Corporation — gave
the indoor theatre a legal and social character that the outdoor playhouses of Bankside could
not possess. Situated within the city walls, accessible to the wealthy professional and courtly
audiences of the Inns of Court and the legal establishments of the city, Blackfriars offered
something that the Globe's suburban location could not: a theatrical venue at the heart of
London's most educated and prosperous community, protected from civic regulation by its
anomalous legal status.

The architectural differences between the two venues were fundamental and consequential.
The Globe was an open-air structure, dependent on natural daylight for its performances;
Blackfriars was an enclosed hall, lit by candles, capable of evening performances, and offering
to directors and playwrights a degree of control over visual atmosphere that the outdoor stage
could not provide. Foakes's analysis of the technical resources of the indoor theatre establishes
that candlelight could be used to suggest darkness, mystery, or intimacy; to sculpt the stage and
emphasise certain figures while shadowing others; to create an atmosphere of enclosed,
heightened reality quite unlike the shared daylight of the Globe. These were not merely
technical advantages; they were different theatrical possibilities, enabling a different kind of
drama.

The acoustic properties of the enclosed hall allowed for a quality of vocal performance —
intimate, subtle, psychologically nuanced — that the outdoor stage, for all its architectural
ingenuity, could not fully replicate. At the Globe, the acoustic demands of the open yard
required actors to project with force and rhetorical breadth, favouring a performative style built
around large physical gestures and emphatic vocal delivery. At Blackfriars, the smaller space
and the concentrated acoustic permitted actors to work at a lower volume and with greater
precision, creating the conditions for a more intimate and psychologically detailed mode of
performance. The language of the plays and the acoustic conditions of the building were, in
Gurr's account, mutually reinforcing: each made the other more effective, and together they
created a theatrical experience qualitatively distinct from anything the outdoor stage could
offer.

Music occupied a structurally integral role in the Blackfriars theatrical experience that has no
real equivalent at the Globe. The acoustic properties of the enclosed hall, the tradition of the
boys' companies that had given Blackfriars its initial character, and the tastes of the educated

www.literaryenigma.com 192



Literary Enigma ISSN (Online): 3049-2033
'« The International Journal of English Language, Literature and Culture
(Peer-Reviewed and Indexed)
] Vol. 2, Issue 6 (December 2025)

and courtly audience all combined to make music central rather than incidental to the drama
produced there. Composers wrote specifically for Blackfriars productions; the intervals
between acts — a structural feature more characteristic of indoor than outdoor theatre —
provided regular occasions for sustained musical performance; and the instruments favoured
(the lute, the recorder, the viol) were those associated with domestic and courtly music-making,
reflecting both the tastes of the audience and the intimate register of the venue. The late plays
of Shakespeare — The Tempest, The Winter's Tale, Cymbeline — are inexplicable without this
musical culture: their songs, their masque-like ceremonial scenes, their atmospheric musical
interludes are theatrical consequences of a specific architectural environment, not merely
expressions of a maturing artistic sensibility.

VII. The Two Theatres and the Legacy of Renaissance Space

It would be reductive to set the Globe and Blackfriars in simple opposition — to read the former
as the theatre of democratic humanism and the latter as the theatre of aristocratic refinement,
as though the two buildings represented incompatible theatrical philosophies rather than
complementary expressions of the full range of what Renaissance theatrical culture was
capable of producing. Both theatres were shaped by the same intellectual inheritance —
humanism, the classical revival, the emphasis on the complexity of individual human
experience — and both were products of the same professional theatrical culture, organised
around the same acting companies and, after 1609, housing the same company in different
seasons.

What the contrast between them reveals, when examined carefully, is not a contradiction but a
range: the full spectrum of what early modern theatrical culture could achieve when the
conditions of performance were varied along the axes of scale, social composition, acoustic
environment, and technological resource. The Globe demonstrated that the human performer
in an empty space, speaking verse in natural daylight to a socially diverse crowd, could create
any world the imagination required. Blackfriars demonstrated that when the conditions of
performance were controlled — when the acoustic was concentrated, the lighting manipulable,
the audience select, and the musical resources sophisticated — a different kind of theatrical
world became available: more intimate, more visually immersive, more psychologically
precise.

The legacy of these two theatrical environments has been persistent and various. The twentieth-
century rediscovery of the thrust stage — visible in the design of the Olivier Theatre at the
National Theatre, the Barbican's Barbican Theatre, and the reconstructed Globe on Bankside
— was, in historical terms, a recovery of the spatial logic that the proscenium stage had
displaced. The proscenium stage, which became the dominant theatrical form in Europe from
the seventeenth century onward, solved the problem of pictorial coherence — it gave the
audience a frame within which to read the stage as a unified visual composition — but it did
so at the cost of the spatial intimacy and the direct performer-audience relationship that the
thrust stage had made possible. As Brook argues in The Empty Space, this loss was real: the
pictorial stage, for all its visual sophistication, substituted spectacle for encounter, and mistook
the beautifully arranged for the genuinely present.

Brook's formulation — 'I can take any empty space and call it a bare stage' — is not a manifesto
of theatrical poverty but a recovery of the humanist principle that the Globe had built into its
architecture. The conviction that a human body in a space, watched by another human being,
constitutes the irreducible condition of theatre — that everything else is supplementary to this
fundamental act — is precisely the conviction that the Globe's bare platform and shared
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daylight had expressed in architectural form four centuries before Brook articulated it in
theoretical terms. The history of theatrical space, traced from the church through the pageant
wagon to the thrust stage and the candlelit hall, is not simply a history of theatrical buildings.
It is a history of the philosophical positions that buildings can embody — of the arguments,
built in timber and plaster and stone, that a culture makes about what it values when it gathers
in a shared space to watch human beings speak.

Greenblatt's framework of social negotiation provides the final theoretical perspective that the
architectural argument requires. The plays of the Elizabethan period, he argues in
Shakespearean Negotiations, did not simply reflect the social and political world from which
they emerged; they participated in it, drawing on the authority of existing institutions and
redirecting it in ways that could be simultaneously affirmative and subversive. The theatre was
a site where things could be said — about power, about identity, about the relationship between
individual experience and social order — that could not be said elsewhere. But this capacity
depended on the specific conditions of the theatrical event: on the shared space, the shared
daylight, the direct address, the spatial complicity of the aside and the soliloquy. Remove the
architecture, and the social transaction that Greenblatt describes becomes merely hypothetical.
Restore it — as the scholarship of Gurr, Wickham, Chambers, and Bevington collectively
attempts to do — and the full significance of the drama it housed becomes available.

VIII. Conclusion: The Constitutive Stage

The central claim of this essay is simple in its formulation but extensive in its implications: the
spaces in which Elizabethan drama was performed were not neutral containers for the drama
but among its constitutive conditions. The thrust stage made the soliloquy a spatial event. The
shared daylight made the aside a credible act of physical separation. The bare platform made
word scenery a theatrical necessity that became an artistic achievement. The acoustic geometry
of the polygonal playhouse made the rhetorical language of the drama audible to every member
of a socially diverse audience. The candlelit intimacy of Blackfriars made psychological
nuance and musical integration the defining features of a theatrical style that finds its fullest
expression in Shakespeare's late work.

The Globe was humanist architecture: a space built around the human performer rather than
around scenic apparatus, around language rather than pictorial illusion, around the imagination
of the audience rather than the resources of the stage designer. Its bare platform was not a
concession to the limitations of the building but an expression of the aesthetic that the building
made possible and rewarded. Blackfriars was the indoor complement to this philosophy — not
its contradiction but its extension into a different acoustic and social world, producing different
theatrical pleasures and different dramatic forms from the same theatrical inheritance.

To read the drama produced in these buildings without reference to the buildings themselves
is, as Wickham's formulation suggests, to read only half the text. The soliloquy in Shakespeare
is not fully legible on the page; it requires the thrust stage, the shared daylight, and the
groundlings pressing around the actor on three sides before it becomes what it was. The aside
requires the forward edge of the platform and the spatial separation it enables. Word scenery
requires the bare stage that made it necessary and the audience's imagination that it addresses.
These are not supplementary features of the drama; they are its conditions — the conditions
from which its language grew and in relation to which its meaning was produced. The other
half of the text is written in the angle of a gallery, in the width of a thrust stage, in the shared
light of an open afternoon yard.
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