Genres of Renaissance Theater

History Play

Presented stories of kings and queens in dramatic fashion.
Comedy

From romance to more academic forms, the comedies are the plays with happy endings.
Tragedy

The plays that end with death and disaster.

Shakespeare’s Dramatic Form
While Shakespeare wrote many sonnets and other poetry, what he used for his drama was the traditional blank verse.  It is five feet (ten syllables) with the stress on every second syllable. However, occasionally, Shakespeare would differ a bit. It wasn’t too terrible to sometimes have an extra syllable in there, or two unstressed syllables in a row. Also, if you have a poor person who’s supposed to appear unschooled, you might have the character speak “prose” (unstructured language).  Often scenes will end with “couplets” or two rhyming lines.
Shakespeare’s Audience and Town Life
As noted before, the audience was very diverse economically. They were also very loud and rowdy throughout the performance, yelling approval, booing villians, etc.  Both sexes attended, although the pit was mostly men.  

Londoners attended Shakespeare’s plays – the “town folk.” There were people of trade, apprentices, soldiers… all sorts.  It was at this time in England that we see the rise of a “middle class” as opposed to just lords and peasants. 

“Downtown” London was a noisy place. The streets were filled with sellers of everything you can imagine, shouting about their wares.  Taverns and brothels weren’t too distant from the theater.  People also emptied their waste into the streets – not too pleasant.  Little wonder they had problems with plague. Four times in Shakespeare’s lifetime, the theaters had to close because of the plague.

Shakespeare’s Actors

Only men were permitted to act. Young pre-puberty boys in dresses portrayed women. 

Shakespeare’s Sovereigns

Queen Elizabeth ruled during the early part of Shakespeare’s career. After she died in 1603, King James took the throne.  Both sovereigns enjoyed the theater and would often stage plays and masques at the palace.  They would also patronize theater companies. Shakespeare’s company had the honor of being the “King’s men.”
