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Introduction

I’ve thought about this book as an Imaginarium – a place devoted to engaging creatively with the imagination that Shakespeare and his audiences brought into the theatre, and to exploring the non-textual elements of culture from which his drama was formed. In so much as I’ve succeeded, my work here is only part of a wider project, though: I’ve offered facts and figures, and I’ve sought to convey the early modern ideas about and responses to objects and environments that might have stimulated the imagination of Shakespeare’s first audiences. The other part, thinking through the processes and prompts by which these things took on their theatrical life, is in the hands of the reader. Imaginaria nowadays are often discovery centres, hands-on museums and adventure spaces, and that seems a fitting spirit in which to approach the chapters that follow.

Those chapters treat thirty-three different subjects, aiming to establish their significance during a period stretching roughly from the 1580s to the 1630s – the period that shaped Shakespeare’s writing and his audience’s appreciation of the plays. It was a moment of substantial change on many fronts: alongside the development of commercial theatre and the expansion of print cultures, there was, for example, a fundamental shift in economic activity with the most ‘intensely concentrated period of economic growth before the late eighteenth century’ taking place from 1550.1 There was a huge increase in the number of objects owned and a diversification in the social status of their owners: while the nobility and aristocracy had always invested in material culture, the lower gentry and middling groups across the country were now involved in a much more intense period of consumption.2 And consumption came to be viewed in a more positive light3 – not a gluttonously indulgent sin, but an agent of national economic development and social and cultural change. This was perhaps the first society-wide age of fashion consciousness in England. Old ways of showing status through ownership of objects and their associated practices were changing. The emphasis was now increasingly on variation and novelty, rather than durability and constancy.

Wider currents of early modern social and cultural change also bear on our understanding of the materiality of stage practice and audience engagement with it. You’ll read more about them in relation to specific objects below. Some of these changes occurred across Europe, but were experienced as subtly shifting local practices – for instance, the nocturnalization of culture, the medicalization of bodily understanding or the uneasy and permeable relationship between the spiritual world and the material one that sat alongside it, and through which it was accessed. Other changes drew men’s and women’s explicit attention to the wider world beyond their country.

This was a period of mobility, for some imposed upon them and for others through choice, in which global connections of politics and trade caused displaced people of different races and cultures to become a more familiar English sight. Recent scholarship has explored the presence of these ‘border-crossers and figures caught in between cultures, languages, and faiths’4 both qualitatively and quantitatively. For instance, the TIDE (Travel, Transculturality and Identity in England) project has written the stories of twenty-four ‘lives in transit’, offering microhistories of individuals whose movement was instigated by their roles in state and court, learning or the church. On a more everyday level, Imtiaz Habib’s pioneering work has demonstrated significant numbers of Black people in London and the provinces, suggesting that the experience of racial difference was a regular occurrence, ‘a regular presence in the material landscape and the cultural consciousness’, especially at the end of the sixteenth century.5

There was significant movement across Europe, as goods and people flowed in and out of English ports. Especially impactful on material culture was the ongoing influence of the confessional friction and all-out aggression of religious reformations across Europe. They caused large-scale migration of Protestant refugees into England, bringing high-profile new skills in the making of clocks, tapestries, portraits and fabrics such as silks. The explosion of engagement (cultural and commercial) with other continents meant that things too moved across the world in larger numbers, experienced by more people – carpets from Turkey and China, spices from Indonesia, sugar, initially from Brazil and other Portuguese colonies, dining goods from China and India, dyes from the Americas, paper from Venice, ebony and ivory from Africa. Even designs travelled – Persian inspiration for candlesticks, Arabic for lutes, Near Eastern for spoons, continental European for chimney pieces – all came in through English ports.

This period of mobility shaped individual attitudes towards identity, but it also had a wider impact on England’s sense of its position in the world. Material culture offered a key way of understanding national identity for the English (as a group and as individuals), through the comparison of local practices with those of other cultures and races. In printed form as travel writing, and in their day-to-day experience of European and Black individuals in London and across the country, Shakespeare’s audiences were coming to understand a range of national, ethnic, racial identities that might sharpen their sense of what it meant to be, for instance, white and Protestant.6 Those people who TIDE call ‘border-crossers and cultural go-betweens’, a category that we might expand beyond the human, offered evidence of different lives, practices, priorities, processes and material cultures, challenging and augmenting ‘the ways in which the early modern English made sense of difference, belonging, and their place in the world’.7

Material culture was at the heart of contemporary social and cultural pecking orders, ones that defined the lived experience of men and women, rich and poor, Black and white subjects. Connections to property were a central element of hierarchical early modern relationships – as the possibility or likelihood of ownership and through the type and extent of use: were you legally allowed to claim ownership of goods and, if so, what things did you own, and how did you use both your own goods and those of others? One way of seeing these hierarchies is as, at heart, different kinds of relationships of service and mastery, or domination and subjection, experienced through legal prescription and social practice around things – dynamics that disadvantaged the poor and women, and came to underpin the development of the racialized servitude of slavery.8

Attending carefully to the material form and usage of these objects, then, gives us access to subtle underlying assumptions about their contribution to identity that are intimately tied into early modern ways of constructing hierarchies – different clothing for upper- and lower-status groups, written into legislation; distinct kinds of seating for women and children; sharp contrasts of whiteness and blackness in embroidered linen. Community and belonging, or exclusion and othering, are made palpable in the use and ownership of things; the confidence to own and use them, and be seen to do so, underlies hierarchy. This way of looking has much to offer those seeking to understand both the differences between the way characters are portrayed and the way a strongly heterogeneous theatrical audience’s responses were determined by their social position.

In addition to that complexity of hierarchy, our picture of the period in which Shakespeare was writing is complicated because a more wholesale revolution in domestic practice came after it, from the later seventeenth century onwards, one which created the material world that is familiar to us today. Those changes often lead us to misread the material culture of the late sixteenth and early seventeenth century. By the time of the closure of the theatres in 1642, diners still did not expect their hosts to provide knives and forks, the English did not drink tea or coffee (imagine!), there were no chests of drawers, and carpets were still firmly kept on the table in the majority of households. Those changes were all just round the corner. They are shifts that lie between our sense of what daily life is like and Shakespeare’s, then, meaning material life was not what we tend to assume it was today, from our own experience. And the innovations that did occur in this period, which were legion, made a huge impact on certain groups and in certain places – new consumption practices flashing up hotly in specific towns and regions9 – but they were universal neither socially nor geographically. Add to distinctions of status and place the ones around gender and ethnicity, and it’s clear just how complicated and politically significant a material culture Shakespeare was staging.

If the fifty years between Shakespeare’s first plays and the closure of the theatres was a period of complex and piecemeal change in ownership of, attitudes towards and practices associated with material cultures, then that makes two things very clear: first, the work they do on the stage is particularly significant in feeding into communal understanding of these changes – he’s often staging material novelty; and, second, we need to be very precise in our analysis of their significance, tying it to particular places and times, if we are to understand this ‘cusp moment’ of things as fully as the available evidence currently allows. We need to do this not only for each category of thing but also across the whole gamut of objects in order to assess how material culture, with its play of novelty and conservatism, comes onto the stage.


Why these things?

A range of objects and environments appear in the following pages, like condensed portrait miniatures, and laying out here the categories into which they fall makes it possible to explore the argument that is implicitly made for the material culture of stage practice across the individual chapters. These are not exotic items with mainly literary lives; they are by and large everyday things owned or encountered by normal people – and the choice of which ones to represent has been defined by early modern reality, rather than our modern sense of novelty. Some things featured are familiar and expected – there is a handkerchief, for example, a letter and a sword. Some of them are very prominent in the stage directions of early modern plays and in Shakespeare’s own – particularly the items employed for stage banquets and other meals. Another category is formed by those objects that are silently present at all times on stage but make little or no textual appearance in stage directions. A good example would be the different elements of early modern dress, and those objects carried about the person that formed such an important part of the staged experience of these plays but are not part of the cues to action that structure entrances and exits. The final category includes those things that do not appear physically at all, but nevertheless inform the logic that structures the action and interaction of the characters. Some of these are physical arrangements that could not be literally staged, often associated with the house – chimneys and fireplaces, for instance. In these cases, it is particularly important to be able to reconstruct the imagined presence of absent things and spaces.

Across these categories, some larger issues emerge. In the connection between the chapters, for instance, it is possible to trace and to an extent reconstitute coherent worlds of practice that no longer have the same significance for twenty-first-century audiences. Most prominent among these are shipping and horsemanship, both of which appear directly, metaphorically and aesthetically in different categories of goods, their reach demonstrating the pervasive engagement of early modern men and women at all social levels with some aspect of their associated practice. You can trace the ideas and images to which they give rise across several of the chapters. Ships, for example, are obviously not brought onto the stage in their entirety, but nevertheless hover just off it in numerous plays, defining the identity of individuals and communities. Horses don’t appear either, but their qualities and accoutrements appear all over the place. With ships, they constitute the regulatory tillers of early modern speed, and their value and logistics determine which groups can travel swiftly, and who can command the world’s resources most effectively to their own ends.

As these social and cultural aspects suggest, a fundamental aim of the book as a whole is to divide up the homogeneous fatberg that we often label ‘early modern audience response’ into more subtle and differentiated strands of imagination. Some members had a cushion to sit on at the Globe, others stood – with these distinctions we’re very comfortable – but how they might have responded to the materiality of the stage in different ways is much less certain territory (cushions are actually an important issue here too, on which read on . . .!). In each chapter, I’ve aimed to show which social groups were involved in making, purchasing and using the object or space described, and to probe the social, cultural and physical geography of that work: where did the raw materials come from? who sourced them and made them up? who bought them and how? who used them and where? and who owned them? There are widely owned things and those that were the preserve of only a few in the period. Some of these things were the products of new technologies and methods of production, and their introduction either physically or in dialogue would therefore play differently. Some were locally made and owned, perhaps homemade like women’s domestic work on soft furnishings, and others international in their provenance like dining goods, sugar or the ingredients for ink or dye. Other things offer different ways of dividing the audience and the characters – for example, through smell. I explore how these objects negotiate between domestic practice and public identities – when they are seen and by whom, and how and how prominently they are exchanged. Also important here is a relative gauge of their value – which objects were particularly pricey, how often they were bought, how long they were expected to last and what price they might command on the second-hand market.

Thinking about the more detailed categories into which these materials might be divided also tells us a good deal about how they function on the stage and the way they produce and sustain theatrical work: there are long-lasting and ephemeral things; expensive and cheap ones. Some of these objects had great staying power and would be taken by the audience to have been in the possession of the characters for a long time, others to be there only briefly. Some things would have been so common and familiar that they would only implicitly make their presence felt, and some are not things at all but exist rather as sensory traces of experience, like sweet smells, or liquids that have dried and left a mark, like ink. There are very large items – not only the ‘unstageables’ like ships and houses, but also tables and beds, which do frequently appear on stage – and there are tiny objects like rings and spoons that would have been much harder to see in performance. Size has logistical implications for
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