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My aim in what follows is to provide a brief narrative of some of the main recent developments in the study of Shakespeare’s materialities. I last undertook a similar exercise to this one around a decade ago,
 and much of the attention at that stage was focused on unpicking the rich complexity and luminous power of things on Shakespeare’s stage – dividing them into different categories of more or less portable object, teasing out their connections to objects off the stage, and speculating about the way in which things on stage might have been acquired and performed.
 I thought there would be more of this work, and there has been, although the volume of it has not kept pace with interest in objects off the stage – the strength of that work growing as its global economic, social and gendered implications are brought into sharp relief (see below). But what has developed alongside this object study is a realisation that getting to grips with early modern drama means confronting its essential materiality as a practice, and trying to grapple with the methodologies by which embodied historical performance can be interpreted through partial, indirect evidence. Issues of skill and lived experience have been addressed, and questions of evidence and disciplinary collaboration have been raised by a desire for holistic understanding of theatrical experience. Along the way, reflections on the materiality of theatrical practice have jostled themselves into a strong position to intervene in the continuing tensions between historicity and presentism in Shakespeare studies. 
Discussion of the materiality of performance has certainly become more strident in recent years, and the arguments more confident about their centrality to our understanding of the early modern stage. Erika Lin’s statistics are bald and striking: “a single performance of a play in the theatre could reach more people than the entire print run of that play as a book”, and “99.6 percent of all unique interactions with a play occurred in theatrical performance” (13).
 Whether or not you agree precisely with Lin’s figures, they suggest that watching plays had an experiential priority that we cannot ignore: that priority might have to trump the natural comfort with treating theatre as text that comes with the disciplinary training from which many of us have benefitted.
 Nor does she miss the status implications of concentrating on text – we are intentionally privileging elite, male ways of interacting with plays. Indeed, the impetus of material practice has contributed strongly to decentring the notion of the all-male stage, as we will see below.
Thinking about the relationship between text and performance from a material perspective means exploring different timescales: plays are dated, temporalised by text in a very precise way which is rarely the case for performance. Outside the (often partial) evidence of title pages, diaries, REED and other sources for specific performances, the materiality of staging practice has a different and varied timescale. Theatres were built and dismantled, objects were made, quickly or slowly, to be used over several lifetimes, sometimes in different parts of the world, their biographies including one or many appearances on the stage; actors’ skills grew across a working lifetime of performance; audiences developed sophisticated knowledge of genre over a leisure time of watching plays; performances shifted and changed with each staging, sometimes over a period of several years. We tend to feel more rooted, as researchers, by temporal precision. It makes it easier to build contexts and to think synchronically. But material theatre is not the same as object study. Our subject is more diffuse, and dynamic in different ways to that of the economic historian studying flows of imports, or the art historian investigating the biography of an artwork. We deal in conjunction – in the brief sliding together of bodies and things in space – that is the challenge and the excitement of the early modern stage as a materially-based subject. 
This essay is divided into three broad sections: object work, space work and embodied experience; it begins, in other words, squarely with quantifiable things, and moves outwards into cognition and sensation, and from more traditional and empirical modes of scholarship to work with a larger element of informed speculation. (There are of course many significant overlaps and inter-relationships between sections which such a structure obscures, such as the interpenetration of bodies and objects.) It makes no attempt to be exhaustive, but merely aims to sketch in areas with a broad brush, taking one or two central examples as indicative of larger trends in scholarship. I know I have missed out many excellent pieces of research, but I hope that the reader might at least be able to see ways of relating them to this trajectory.

Objects and early modern drama

Recent work on objects raises questions about the distinction between familiar and unfamiliar things. Several useful articles have looked in detail at the stage history of outlandish objects, explicating the way in which the recycling of props reinforced the visual identity of the unusual – altars and chariots for instance.
 In many ways though, everyday objects, with which all audiences are ostensibly so familiar that they would not necessarily make connections between the same physical prop used in different plays, have proved both harder and more satisfying to deal with. Alan Stewart’s book on Shakespeare’s Letters stresses both their familiarity as representations of the written word, and their radical unfamiliarity to a modern audience, tempting as it is “for audiences of Shakespeare plays to glimpse a letter on stage and believe that what they’re seeing is something similar to what arrives in their mail boxes each morning” (6). He defamiliarises them by tracing the full scope of their early modern biographies, “from the still raw materials of writing implements – the gall in ink, the goose from which the quill is plucked – through the manual processes of folding the paper, writing, dusting and sealing the letter, its bearing and (hopefully) delivery by messenger, its reception – a complex performance of reading of which reading of the text is only one part – and its ultimate retention, whether filed in the archive, talismanically pressed to the heart, or committed to the flames” (8). Dealing with this type of thing means bringing the nature of the offstage object to bear on the analysis of drama – chariots were mainly things constructed as part of stage meaning, whereas letters arrived onstage carrying much more quotidian baggage. 

As a result, the success of this type of work depends upon the quality of the comparisons that are possible between the prop and its offstage referent, on the fertile interplay between the two. We need to understand how audiences would see these familiar things, both in material and social terms.
 This newer object work is not, in other words, aiming simply to undermine the notion of the “bare stage” where words echo loudly: a vital element of it is its sense of the dynamism of things on the stage – the way theatre employs their whole range of significance. Stewart, for instance, argues that his letters are no mere “‘plot devices’, designed only to further the narrative”, but rather live and challenging objects, the meanings and implications of whose material form profoundly affect the plays in which they appear.

We are confident in tracking down the meaning of “text objects” like letters, but where might Shakespeare scholars expect to look for such information about other types of early modern object? A wide range of writing on the significance of early modern material culture has appeared in recent years – much of it working closely with museum and archaeological collections – but a comparatively small amount of it has as yet fed into our understanding of the dynamism of stage practice.
 There is scope both for research that explores the meaning that categories of object made across plays, and the way the material worlds of individual texts functioned – the articulation of a range of props into the physical shape and thematic structures of a play.
 

And the issue is broader even than a full understanding of the material meanings and qualities of things. We also need to know, perhaps more than anything else, how these things intervened in social life, and we therefore need to ask how much of the contemporary practice around materiality might be recoverable, and from which sources. Many stage props do not easily relate to theoretical statements about the ideals of object use that one might find in the printed textual record, and the same could be said for the other elements of performance discussed below. As Simon Smith argues about music, the “disjuncture between specialist understandings and wider thinking” suggests that an investigation of quotidian responses “must look in the first instance not to specialist material but elsewhere” (9). Analysing props’ function does not involve producing a literary or even perhaps an intellectual context for plays, but rather relating them back to lived experience, to their haptic and visually stimulating functions, and the way they relate to bodies and movement. We might therefore need to enter much deeper into the historical archive – going beyond the type of printed material with which we are most familiar to discover the arguments, possessions and gestures associated with things – if we are going fully to grasp the performance of material culture on- and off-stage. 

Related to these concerns about engagement with things, the other area to which they have recently been seen to give access is interpersonal relationships. In Emma Smith’s work on the First Folio, for example, where she was concerned with the social and commercial interactions, “between owners, readers, forgers, collectors, actors, scholars, and the book”, we meet three women connected to the family of Lucy Hutchinson, their names recorded in a copy in ways that might suggest that they read together or shared their Folio. This type of evidence for how objects organised individuals into groups is revealing, but there is less focus on interaction and intimacy around staged objects. This is perhaps odd, given the dramatic importance of the movement of both actors and characters from one social role to another. The questions it raises are partly practical ones of staging – Leslie Thomson for instance, in an article about staged beds, adds to John Astington’s argument about location and orientation to explore which way round they may have been positioned, and how actors might have been grouped around them (45).
 But it is also partly a question of the negotiation of human relationships through things. And again, thought-provoking ways forward are presented by the study of the off-stage life of the particular objects in question – their unique roles and the duration and repetition of those roles.
 Linked to the work undertaken on the political function of letters off-stage, Stewart points out the way relationships are forged and maintained by “transactions” and “mechanisms” with which they are associated (33). This work suggests that much thought needs to be given to how the particular relationships that objects afford with their own unique range of audiences off-stage might translate into their role in the triangulation of actors, props and audiences in the theatre. Several authors have been interested in the way staging things can be creative of types of memory, for instance. Lina Perkins Wilder, as part of her argument about “recollection, properties and character”, suggests that the frequent absence of those objects which construct memory becomes “a way to evoke a mind and a past that move between the common (shared by the audience, staged elsewhere in the play) and the comparatively private (unstaged, but described in ways that evoke the physical materials of the stage)” (2).
 Here, what the audience see is part of public discourse, but those things which are hidden to all but language – things only described and not staged – are creative of privacy.
 

The way objects organise their users – the size of the groups they assemble both diachronically and synchronically as assemblies, or gatherings, around themselves – and the prominence which their entanglement in legal, social and cultural processes gave them, both have a bearing upon their theatrical potential. If we are to take the widest view of how things might organise theatrical experience, then we must move beyond the familiarity or otherwise of quotidian or outlandish things to both their early modern and modern audiences: all objects developed publics in specific configurations, and we need to understand the unique features of those publics – the people involved, when, where, how and how often they were so enmeshed in the object’s function. Rebecca Olson’s work on arras hangings raises the question of audiences’ visual and haptic exploration of things. She points out that the tapestries are “so large that to take in an entire piece viewers must move to many different positions before it, crane their necks, and bend or squat down” (9): this is a much more active process than engaging with other types of imagery such as panel paintings. The dynamic between distant and close looking, and the way different types of information are revealed in these two modes of audience engagement once again makes the point that different objects work differently on their viewers. But Olson is also at pains to point out that the tapestries needed to be touched: “when we treat tapestries in fiction as “pictures”, we overlook, to our detriment, the fact that these textiles were large-scale, two-sided objects with which people physically interacted”. As a result, “writers invoked the textile medium as a way to appeal to their audiences’ desire for a hands-on and personal narrative experience”. Reconstructing these forms of engagement will allow us to see much more clearly how plays manage the different objects they stage in relation to one another, and to explore the ways in which the physical characteristics of things afford such a response.

These interests in the way that objects are implicated in human relations should probably be viewed as an extension of a wider interest in co-working in early modern studies – in Shakespeare as collaborator, for instance. Such writing explores the role that people and things play in the creation of social structures in a way reminiscent of, although often not explicitly indebted to, cultural approaches to the study of knowledge systems as fusings of social and material practices. Bruno Latour, for instance, argues that “the continuity of any course of action will rarely consist of human-to-human connections… or of object-object connections, but will probably zigzag from one to the other”.
 Natasha Korda’s work has offered the strongest argument for this collaboration as involving material, not just textual, practices in order to take on board the full range of contributors and contributions to a stage play, and thereby expand our remit beyond the all-male group of playwrights and actors. She calls for “an expansive, flexible methodology that extends the traditional disciplinary boundaries of theatre history beyond the walls of the playhouses to include the heterogeneous forms of commerce that lent them support” (“Insubstantial Pageants” 414). But she also lays bare the politics of the process by which scholarship has occluded such a holistic view, showing how the legitimisation of playing itself depended on the denigration of such contributions: “Paradoxically, as professional players and playwrights grew more reliant on stage spectacle, emulating court fashions and entertainments and relying on the wares and expertise of tirewomen and other stage personnel to do so, they increasingly derided such wares as false female fripperies that merely adorned the bodies of plays, in contrast to their own skilled craftsmanship, which produced the soul or truth of drama” (“Insubstantial Pageants” 426).
 This is an important reminder of the gender and class politics of the relationship between the material and the verbal, and being able to trace the effect of stage spectacle through people, things and texts, from off-stage manufactures to on-stage performance, gives a much more balanced view of what a play was in early modern England.
Another fertile area of study has been around the temporality of objects. This work often makes explicit reference to Jonathan Gil Harris’s Untimely Matter, in which he calls for early modernists’ attention to Michel Serres’ “handkerchief of time”, pleated into the “polychronic, multitemporal” object. Whilst less has been made of his call for a politicised, Marxist understanding of matter as “sensuous, workable potentiality that implies pasts, presents, and futures”, interest in physicality has at least expanded to include analysis of labour and production, usually through documents brought to bear upon the question, rather than through analysis of the material qualities of stuff. 

Part of the lasting (palimpsestic?) impression that Gil Harris’s book has left on the field can be seen, for instance, in Kurt A. Schreyer’s analysis of the ongoing agency of medieval objects, spatial configurations and practices on the early modern stage, which he understands as an active and vital aspect of early modern theatrical practice – the medieval performing within its conventions. Schreyer aims to challenge “long-standing theories about historical origin and style”, and in the process to “recover a sense of the substantial artisanal undertakings involved in most if not all forms of early English drama, especially Shakespeare’s” (2, 3). For him, our categories of analysis frustrate a truly material engagement with drama: the Chester Banns, on which he bases his analysis of “early early modern” theatrical spectacle, “challenge us to approach the history of early English drama in a radically different way: not as a canon of influential authors but as a history of theatrical objects whose stage presence demanded the skills of craftsmen-actors and play-wrights”. Bottom’s ass’s head is seen to beat a clear and meaningful path from medieval drama, where it served Balaam, to the thickets of the wood outside Athens.

In addition to the temporality of Schreyer’s approach, however, his focus on skill as a feature not just of individual practice but of theatre as a medium is very welcome. He looks at the rate of change in technological conditions in relation to spectacle and innovation, at questions of the novelty of materiality, and the transfers of different kinds of skill and the quality of an investment in labour that things bring with them onto the stage, all evident in plays such as Hamlet, Midsummer Night’s Dream and Macbeth. In a similar vein, Natasha Korda’s work on the wide range of “fripperies” excavated from the theatres (dress pins, hooks, buttons, costume wires, lace, fringe etc), widens the definition of stage practice to include “the work of theatrical production”, as separate from “the professional players’ and playwrights’” labours, situated within the broader economy and a consideration of the rather different type of skills that the work of spangling epitomises, involving “minute manipulations best performed by ‘small’”, and therefore female fingers. She sees these gendered forms of “workmanship” being played out and against one another in The Tempest (“Insubstantial Pageants” 414, 426, 415, 418).
Two issues that might repay further attention arise here. First, this renewed attention to anachronism, palimpsest and exemplarity (Schreyer’s three historiographical modalities (11)) presupposes an audience with long and varied memories, and we could do more work to think through how these meanings might have been activated and in whom – how do we deal with the variety of audience experience in this material sense? How were these memories held?
 Does coming at diversity from a material perspective allow us to nuance the type of arguments made about grammar school-educated vs. illiterate audiences that are advanced for textual allusions, extending or challenging them through our sense of material facility, knowledge and proficiency? 

Second, but related, Schreyer’s argument for provincial impact on the London stage hangs on his insight into the key role played by immigration, which he says should encourage scholars “to look for points of contact, interaction, and exchange between provincial and metropolitan forms of sixteenth-century English drama” whilst recognising “the singular playing spaces and local politics involved in each” (5). He also concludes that these points of contact are largely around skill, and we would be better placed to analyse the underpinning temporalities of ideas such as “novelty” and “spectacle” if we were better versed in the materials, forms and mechanical skills of material performance, or at least worked closely with those who were. The REED project and the work of archaeologists and material culture specialists now permits further sustained considerations of the movement of ideas, skills and experiences around England, considerations which are both theoretically ambitious and firmly rooted in documentary detail. Some excellent work in the direction of the relationships between a local and a national picture is discussed in the next section of this article. 

Material stages

Work on objects has, then, become less static – focusing on theatre as experience, it becomes hard to justify a description of things and spaces that does not respect their dynamic engagement, moment by moment, as spectators interact with performances.
 But we also have a much richer sense of the context within which these active things had meaning. Recent explorations of playing spaces have been shaped by responses to some notable discoveries. In 2009 Julian Bowsher and Pat Miller published The Rose and the Globe – Playhouses of Shakespeare’s Bankside, based on Museum of London Archaeology’s excavations of the Southwark sites in the late 80s and early 90s. It was enthusiastically reviewed, both by theatre historians and archaeologists, in ways that pointed to its “surprises, big and small, from the playhouse’s dimensions to the ursine remains”, and the laying out of “timber frames and thought about sight lines”, and suggested that the book would “shape scholarship and pedagogy... for a generation” (Nardizzi (Review) 994).
 Being able to base interpretation of staged practice on the bedrock of scientific fact nuanced the studies it generated. In his introduction to a special issue of Shakespeare on “Discoveries from Archaeology: Dealing with the Past in the Present” in 2011, Gabriel Egan expressed excitement at “the first genuinely new primary data for early modern theatre historians since the discovery ... of Johannes de Witt’s drawing of the inside of the Swan theatre” and made the obvious but important disciplinary point by commending to his readers “the sort of work by which Shakespeare studies can emulate the sciences in incrementally building up the past rather than standing still and forever finding new ways to be wrong”. He discussed how the findings might influence work “concerned with recovering the experience of early modern theatre”, and this question of the experience of performance has perhaps been the most significant one of all, as we will see below (396, 399). Further findings about the Theatre and the Curtain are likely to have a similarly energising and discriminating effect on our sense of diversity and typicality.

Modern investments in buildings have also influenced analysis of the materiality of staging. The opening of the Sam Wanamaker playhouse on the reconstructed Globe site in 2014 has given fresh impetus to research into the effects of space upon performance, and enabled extended consideration of these connections through original practices work.  For instance, Gurr and Karim-Cooper’s Moving Shakespeare Indoors considers both the “knowledge” required to build such a theatre, and the effects of its “intimate” staging on “audience behaviour and reception” (11).
 Particularly interesting here are two chapters that deal with the evidence for reconstruction, because of the questions they raise about how we contextualise stage materiality. Oliver Jones surveys payments for the decoration of the Banqueting House, Hatfield House and Audley End, concluding that such schemes would have been too costly, and making useful points about a Jacobean “ideal” which “remained firmly vernacular” as opposed to Classical. But should we question his assumption that “Even if Burbage and his competitors would not have been able to stretch as far as the royal purse, they nevertheless would have aspired and strived towards the kind of work found in the elite buildings, and may well have achieved an interior that was similar in effect, if not in substance” (78)? Similarly, Jon Greenfield and Peter McCurdy, architect and the timber-framing specialist, have valuable arguments to bring to the table about early modern design processes and technical skill, discussing the slow speed at which building technology and techniques were moving across the Tudor and Stuart periods.
 One particular example that they found most instructive, eventually adopting it as a prototype, was the main staircase at Chilham Castle, which “provided a compelling example of an appropriate finish for the auditorium, where the carving is relatively roughly hewn, as if worked in double-time by a carpenter rather than a joiner or carver” (61-2). We might still ask, however, why an elite house; why not an inn or a church? These important contexts bring us face-to-face with the difficulties of reconstruction in relation to our sense of the status of playhouses; they link back to the questions outlined above about the appropriate frame of comparative reference that operates in material analyses of props. And they pose further questions: how do we connect these manufacturing skills to those of the playwright in order to assess aesthetic value? How do we map these investments of time and energy onto one another to understand theatre’s cultural purchase?

Much of the work on playing spaces considers the physical locatedness of space against or in play with the flexibility of linguistic evocations of it. Mariko Ichikawa, for instance, considers the “audience’s awareness both of the imaginative world created by the play and the wood, lath and plaster reality of the playhouse itself – that is to say, the balance between fiction and theatre” (1). This work offers a useful focus on the relationship between theatre’s phenomenological presence and its fictive and imaginative worlds, which was creatively blurred. Ichikawa grounds illusion in theatrical pragmatics: “In order to consider how the dramatic world was created in the theatrical space and how its reality was maintained, I deal with the locality of scenes and special exits from the stage” (27). The language is interesting here – Ichikawa talks about interpenetration, about the “logic of the fictional world” governing theatrical space during performance, altering the nature of the physical.

In some senses, then, this is hyper-practical work about logistics – it is often focused on doors (which Ichikawa talks of as “useful properties”), and on the “great importance to spatial meanings of the areas above, behind and below the stage” (153). These precise pragmatics then give on to ways of judging the efficaciousness and the power of different kinds of action – doors had a significant role in structuring, pacing and directing action; opening and closing them takes on a particular value. But action itself can be similarly structural: in one of my favourite examples, at the beginning of 2.1 Julius Caesar, “Brutus would have opened the stage door, as if entering from his house, and strolled on an imaginary walk, thereby creating the sense of a garden on the bare stage of the Globe” (154). The statement is daring and creative, and it raises crucial questions about typologies of action and audience access to them, and about how much or little is needed, gesturally, to bring spatial taxonomies to bear upon particular moments of performance.

Related work has been undertaken to establish typologies of performance space, in the tradition of Alan Dessen’s and Leslie Thomson’s quantification of stage directions, but more focused on the pragmatics of spatial use. Tim Fitzpatrick’s Playwright, Space and Place in Early Modern Performance, for instance, argues that playwrights “shared a set of fundamental agreements as to how performance would be organised”, ones that they “could draw on as they composed their performance texts,” arguing for a “relational spatial system” in which what is onstage is established in relation to other “counter-places” to which it is related (5). This system not only guides actors’ movements but is useful in the plays’ construction of thematic meanings, the latter including the layering of repeated meanings over the same spaces during an individual performance – for instance, Lady Macbeth sharing the entrance to her chamber with the doorway that has previously done service as the room in which Duncan was murdered can then be read by an audience as an “obsessive returning to the “scene of the crime” evidenced in the dialogue”; he describes her as “locked into a loop from the door to her bedchamber and then back through the same door” (237). The book begins with an anecdote that suggests the valence of his insights about audience awareness of the control exercised by off-stage location in performance, as a modern performance that had the Gentlewoman sent to look after her exiting in a different direction, and caused laughter at “this literal and spatial non sequitur” (1). Spatial meanings here, then, are partly textual and to be established through literary analysis, and partly experiential and to be explored via trial and error. 
These conventions can appear rather dogmatic and inflexible, but Janette Dillon’s book on Shakespeare and the Staging of English History is more compelling because it takes a genre-specific approach.
 She analyses stage pictures and scenic units in relation to the way “spatial and kinetic practice encoded certain aspects of social relationships”, in a period in which the blocking of scenes “would have emerged out of a combination of rehearsal, previous practice, and a deep sense of social order” (6). Her heavy emphasis on spatial structure seems entirely appropriate to the genre on which she concentrates, one which alludes to particularly self-conscious and mannered behaviours off the stage, and whose symbolic objects have inherently ceremonial uses – crown, throne, sceptre and robes which automatically “draw the spectator’s gaze on stage” because they are objects of fascination and power – and can therefore undertake substantial work in the arrangement and configuring of scenes (54). The larger issues Dillon’s book raises are about genre’s relation to the off-stage analogues for particular types of behaviour, space and action, and the ways we might knit our understandings of these differences with investigations that are repertory- or playhouse-specific.

Which brings me to several recent books making a case for the significance of the specific material qualities of particular playing spaces. Both the Red Bull and Newington Butts have recently been more fully described spatially, Eva Griffiths using maps and plans to establish the size and shape of the former in the service of understanding how its unique features might have been linked to the type of entertainment on offer there. Audience capacity, for example, would have been greater than that of the Globe, and it “must have had a good, strong tiring house, with ambitious ‘heavens’, braced with winching machinery” in order to cope with “the demands of the Ages plays in particular, where many stage directions require such technology” (99, 103). Laurie Johnson’s Shakespeare’s Lost Playhouse makes a stab at the same exercise for Newington Butts. Chapter 2 sets out the evidence for its location, ownership and management, and estimates the size of the building and its capacity, dependent on his sense of how many bums were needed on seats to make it a going concern financially (and therefore how many tiers of seating would have been required).
 

There have also been longer and fuller considerations of the power of site specificity, both in London and the Provinces. Sarah Dustagheer’s Shakespeare’s Two Playhouses: Repertory and Theatre Space at the Globe and the Blackfriars, 1599-1613 explores how the King’s Men adapted to playing in two venues from 1609, arguing that “after this time we can see their repertory was increasingly marked by a performative duality, individual plays which combined practices from both playhouses to produce performances with valuable and distinct spatial resonances at the Globe and Blackfriars, respectively”. The opening of the book crystalises her approach with an example: “In the context of indoor candlelight, we notice the importance of Shakespeare’s “glistering apparel” in The Tempest ... Such connections between theatre space and text are the subject of this book” (2-3). Her reading of these spaces is coloured by the “spatial turn” of Lefbvre and de Certeau amongst others, and she considers the Globe and Blackfriars “as theatre spaces in a broad sense – as material but also social-cultural entities and places of the imagination”. This is the logic of her book – although “both have received ample critical attention in terms of their history, architecture and design”, this work can be enriched by a fuller understanding of space, by analyses that take in the playhouses’ “histories, social identities and urban locations, was well as physical and material features” (3). Such a full sense of spatial identity offers a characterising particularity which shows how attention to detail evokes experiential differences. 

Similarly rich and multi-layered spatial work has also been undertaken on the materiality of performance in the provinces. Julie Sanders, in The Cultural Geography of Early Modern Drama 1620-1650, takes a wider focus. She discusses literary geographies, including “more phenomenologically informed theories of sensory geographies and embodied landscapes”, through which “landscape and environment have come to be viewed not simply as static texts to be “read” but as dynamic sites of enactment, re-enactment, and performance” (10). She is interested here in how early modern men and women thought about their environments, and how “the ways in which they practised or inhabited these landscapes”, related to the representation of those locations in contemporary imaginative texts. Again, there is that connection between the experienced and the imagined, here in terms of “imaginative geography with material site”, but there is also a focus on the way ideas and representations move from the capital to the provinces, and from urban to rural locations (12). She and Dustagheer share an interest in the broadest understanding of place: a conviction that all theatrical events inhabit what Pearson and Shanks have described as “a location at which other occupations – their material traces and histories – are still apparent” (23, quoted in Bennett and Polito 2). As a result, as Bennett and Polito put it, to “understand place requires a thick description of local knowledge and practices, laws and customs, along with an imagination of the meaning-making potential of its performance” (7). Sanders shows how much this can reveal about attitudes to locations and theatre’s role in making them, building on REED’s engagement with local archival sources, and together, her book and Dustagheer’s demonstrate the mutual dependency of ideas about place and its representations.
 

Embodied Theatre 

Spatial specificity begins to reconstruct a differentiated audience experience, and a recent more specific focus on the role of audiences in constructing theatrical events has begun to close the holistic circle of theatre as “made” by authors, actors, the materiality of playing and the responses of those who watch. In Moving Shakespeare Indoors, for instance, the chapters in the section on “Effects of Performance” focus on various material aspects of the indoor theatres which shaped audience experience. Martin White takes the example of lighting The Duchess of Malfi, arguing that the difference between indoor and outdoor stagings of the play “centres on how each version positions the audience”: in the Blackfriars, the audience “would have experienced Ferdinand’s behaviour from the Duchess’s point of view”, whereas at the Globe, “where presumably the audience could see what Ferdinand was doing, they would observe the cruelty enacted upon her” (136). 

Recent work on the interconnected nature of the elements of performance has been heavily influenced by scientific and social scientific interests and methods, ones that have argued for the interpenetration of the material and the immaterial. Johnson, Sutton and Tribble argue that “the ‘mind’ as it is currently conceived in many strands of the cognitive sciences is wildly heterogeneous, an on-the-fly assemblage of neural, kinesthetic, somatic, interpersonal, and material resources”, and that “expanding our ambit to the ‘body-mind’ has the potential to open up questions of skill, animation, and kinesthesis” (3-4). This understanding of a body and mind bled into one another and out into their environment has had greatest influence as a theory of distributed cognition – “stretched over, not divided among – mind, body, activity and culturally organised settings (which include other actors)”; “distributed across a coordinated yet shifting and uneven triad of insides, objects, and people” (Tribble 4 (quoting Lave 1), 7).
 Our job as critics aiming to understand theatre in relation to a cognition so configured then becomes to examine the interplay of its different elements.

Evelyn Tribble outlines these elements as they might pertain to a “systems based” study of the Globe: “neural and psychological mechanisms underpinning the task dynamics; the physical environment(s), including the relationships between playing and audience space; cognitive artifacts such as parts, plots, and playbooks; technologies, such as sound and lighting; the social systems underpinning the company, including the mechanisms for enskillment; the economic models by which the company runs; the wider social and political contexts, including censorship, patronage, and commercial considerations; and the relative emphasis placed upon various elements of the enterprise, including writerly or directorial control, clowning, visuality, and improvisation” (151). Her book is very actor-focused, exploring the principles of “cognitive thrift” needed to deal with the extreme mnemonic demands made of actors in an early modern repertory system, the strategies actors may have employed to direct the attention of their audiences, and the “mechanics of enskillment” by which both might have been achieved (22). 

Much important work on the phenomenology of performance feeds into our understanding of an embodied, experiential theatre, exploring how the material and spatial features considered above might be taken onboard by audience members as sensory experience – it reconstructs different modes of watching. Simon Smith, for example, argues that many plays used music as a dramatic tool to encourage and direct audience attention. Because “music was widely believed to command notice above other sounds in early modern England”, and “song allowed listeners as well as singers to inhabit the perspective being performed” (3), it had a particularly striking effect on the way playgoers related to the experience and the narrative of performance.
 Such sensory engagements draw their audiences in and animate their supposedly more passive role as onlookers, making them “active and playful participants in playhouse performance” (cover; see also 104). In question once again, however, is the range of experiences, skills and competencies that might be brought in at the gates: Smith talks about playhouse music “inviting culturally familiar responses” from playgoers (1), and it’s clear how crucial our engagement with social and cultural historians must be if we are fully to understand this melding of old and new experience. 

Other work has explored the process and the outcomes of active spectatorship through a focus on the emotional responses it might generate. Allison P. Hobgood’s Passionate Playgoing in Early Modern England asks, “what part did theatergoers play in the emotional life of Renaissance drama” and “how did their affectivity impact the stage”, its answers revealing “playgoing as an intensely somatic, highly emotive activity that ... might have catalyzed precariously pleasurable transformations in theatergoers” (2). This live, electric connection between bodies and emotions is also explored in Katharine A. Craik and Tanya Pollard’s Shakespearean Sensations: Experiencing Literature in Early Modern England, where they argue that “men and women respond to plays and poems not only with their minds and souls but also with their hearts, hands, viscera, hair, and skin,” going on to chart the “states of consciousness, or changes in the body, caused by multi-sensorial encounters with plays and poems”, not only as visual and auditory experiences but also “tactile, gustatory, and even sometimes olfactory” ones (3, 8).
 

These texts make plain the strong investment of some strands of Shakespeare studies in prioritizing and taking seriously the methodologically fraught but essential aim to get to grips with the historical lived experience of theatre. As Craik and Pollard remind us, attending to this type of work “gives us access not just to intellectual ideas about the human body but to what it felt like to entertain those ideas”, and in looking to those sensations we considerably broaden our audience (210). Further engagement with practical site-specific experiments, properly theorised, will help us to make these moves.
 Taking the role of Shakespeare’s drama in everyday experience seriously is a crucial part of our purchase on the attention of new audiences in the twenty-first century. 

What I have sketched here, so very briefly, is a picture of work that aims to deal with the permeability and osmosis of theatrical experience – a series of two-way streets in which objects, spaces, words, actors and audiences mutually form and inform one another. Such an analysis has implications for what happens inside the theatre, but also the impression theatrical experience leaves on life outside. For writers on sensation and emotion these influences are largely around an altered or sharpened sense of identity: in these firmly located practices and experiences, selves crystalize in emotional work at the interface between representation and spectatorship. And, as Craik and Pollard argue, if we don’t understand the change that such work was perceived to have been capable of bringing about, then we don’t understand “how and why literature mattered” (25), then, but perhaps also now.

There are, of course, methodological problems with this ideal of accessing the complex systems of performance and spectatorships as “bled out”, distributed systems. Some of those problems are synchronic ones: if minds, bodies and environments are all interconnected, that radically extends our topic of enquiry. In addition, as Bruce Smith shows in his Afterword to Craik and Pollard, “sense experience is ‘convoluted’; “Endings are short; experience goes on and on” (216, 215). Then, time and memory play a part. Experience twists in the course of performance, as attention shifts from illusion to groundedness like a groundling shifts from foot to foot.
 And afterwards, “What an audience member recalls hours later, days later, months later, years later, is not the play’s final sixty seconds but a knot of memories, a knot that enfolds sensations and affects as well as verbal formulations”. How we put boundaries, of evidence, of method and discipline, and of findings, around this amorphous topic is a challenge we have to face. As Tribble points out, “Viewing the theatre as a dynamic system allows us to keep a range of levels of analysis in play without privileging any one”, and there are no master documents – in a dynamic model “no one element can be identified as the unit of analysis” (151). We need to be able to articulate these many limbs of the system together.

The more traditionally Humanities-based work on materiality also raises methodological complications of scope and skill. Joachim Frenk helpfully enjoins us to “conceptualise the written and the material world as indissolubly linked – one aspect cannot be interpreted without paying attention to the other” (22), but what constitutes the written world – what boundaries can we helpfully set on it to make the task a manageable one? Many of the scholars mentioned above set out to explore what experience and knowledge audiences brought with them into the theatre, in order to see how plays drew upon it.
 It is this knowledge of convention on which the logic of performance rests, and which gives early modern theatrical experience its unique dynamics. Its rules include the principle that “Entrances and exits should not violate proxemics, a culture’s general, everyday, tacit rules about space” (31), for instance. This clearly raises a large question for early modern studies – how do we establish this context? where do we look for our evidence of non-theatrical practice? If we mainly look within printed sources, which at the moment we primarily do, we risk the potentially sexist and elitist focus against which Lin and others warn. If we want to understand quotidian gesture, spatial rules and practices, or gendered activity in everyday life, for example, then we will have to go far beyond our comfort zones. 

As things stand, both this call to understand social norms through quotidian experience and the swing towards social science method sees research on the early modern theatre implicated in co-working and co-dependence of findings – we’re poised to be better networked than we’ve ever been before. We could see our recent view of theatre as a series of mutually-influential environments that build in flexibility and change in relation to our own changing scholarly environment of larger projects and more collaborative working across disciplines within the Humanities and beyond. If we really want to understand the embodied, material experience of attending the early modern theatre, then we need to extend our new ways of working, closely and productively across disciplines, both at the research and publication stage.

But other issues are raised too. Pejorative mentions of “antiquarianism” have persisted, in complaints about its dry focus on descriptions of objects, about the lowness of its political horizons, and about the inaccessibility of the archival sources on which it rests.
 Readers respond differently to the critical movement that this type of work makes, starting deep in the particular material detail and working upwards to the general point about theatrical practice.
 For me, this is a confusion of scale – we need to understand individual actions in order to articulate larger social and political issues, unless we are prepared to lose sight of ordinary ​players and playgoers altogether. We might engage further with Actor Network Theory’s insistence that “the social” only happens in individual interactions, and does not exist in the abstract.
 Small things matter because they give us a human scale; responding to the objects made by one woman or man gives that work value; defining their role in a political system to which theatre made a vital contribution reinstates their significance then and now. In a contemporary world where our students and perhaps we ourselves wonder how we might matter, preserving that sense of contribution seems more crucial than ever. 
And our interest in located experience, amongst the most fundamentally historicist takes on early modern theatre, exists also, of course, cheek by jowl with essentially presentist work. In the call to analyse experience, we need to engage with what happens when we watch these plays now. Work at the various reconstructed early modern stages, and in extant provincial locations, clearly offers important evidence for exploring what happened on stage in the past. It offers a way into both historical difference and the essential nowness of theatre as embodied experience. But materiality also offers a meeting point of past and present more generally at which both come into sharper focus, and where modern performances on stage and screen can help us to think through the lost, complex and sometimes contradictory histories of their early modern counterparts in new ways. As one concluding example, Diana Henderson’s reading of the kamarband, a richly jewelled girdle that gives a “precise yet radical reconception of Othello’s famously overdetermined handkerchief” in the Hindi film Omkara, looks both ways: her method “emphasizes comparative close reading in the interest of reaching a double vision that honours each text’s artistry without effacing the desire and necessity of the modern work incorporating historical, aesthetic, and political changes, in order to speak effectively and responsibly to its own place and time” (692). Such arguments, built on careful material readings of the role things play within performances precisely situated within their own historical and cultural moments, promise uniquely enlightening cross-cultural dialogues that shed their light both backwards and forwards in time. Comparing our very different materialities lets us understand most fully what it means to engage in performance here and there, now and then.
With thanks to the colleagues and students at the two places that have most profoundly shaped my thinking around materiality and performance, the Shakespeare Institute at the University of Birmingham and the Centre for Medieval and Early Modern Studies at the University of Kent, especially the Cultures of Performance Research Cluster. For their careful readings of and sound suggestions about what follows, thanks to the two anonymous reviewers and to Sarah Dustagheer.


� For Shakespeare and Material Culture.


� Central texts were Harris and Korda eds. and Sofer, Stage Life.


� Richard Preiss’s argument reminds us just how radically different these two approaches to plays are, as he explores the print-inspired shift in relative importance of the clown (key to the experience of performance) and the author (significant in the printed afterlife of the play): “A playbook is not a performance: it is the retrospective fantasy of one, abstracted from the play’s synchronic and diachronic stage lives”, and obscures “how playing came to be equated with writing in the first place, its integrity stabilized and its agency fixable, such that dramatic authorship could be foregrounded and performance excluded” (6-7).


� Although work on the history of the book does offer an important experiential context through close material analysis; for a recent exemplary example, see Emma Smith.


� I have not, for instance, dealt with some very thought-provoking work on metaphors of material practice, such as that of Newman and Porter, nor with the extensive interest in the relationship between parts and wholes, which cuts across both material and metaphorical analysis (see Bruce Smith’s exciting Shakespeare | Cut ) and seems to speak to the way we build up context too. Much interesting work analyses the way objects appear textually, in imagery rather than “in person”: see e.g. Frenk.


� See for instance Tavares and Kuhn.


� Caton’s argument about joint-stools is less successful because it ignores the material qualities of its familiar object, with consequent misunderstandings. 


� See for example Findlen; Riello and Gerritson eds; Richardson, Hamling and Gaimster eds. More public-facing books springing from museum collections include Bate and Thornton and Garratt and Hamling.


� For interesting moves in this direction, see Eleanor Lowe’s various publications on staged clothing; Calvo and Tronch 49-61. The exhaustiveness of Martin Wiggins’ British Drama Catalogue 1533-1642, which contains detailed information on the material requirements of all extant, and remaining evidence for non-extant, early modern drama, makes it possible to trace practices and preoccupations across genres, authors and playhouses. The electronic edition, which I am currently developing with Oxford UP, will increase the complexity of the searches that are possible on this material.


� Elizabeth Sharrett’s forthcoming Beds as Stage Properties in Renaissance Drama promises significantly to extend our understanding of these issues.


� See for instance work on everyday domestic life, such as Matthew Johnson, Buxton, and Hamling and Richardson; but also on the function of specific objects for particular groups, such as Cooper on portraits, or McShane on drinking rituals.


� She gives examples such as the objects in the apothecary’s shop in Romeo and Juliet, or the Hostess’s sea-coal fire in 2 Henry IV, which indicate places off-stage, and props which suggest absence, such as the remembrances returned by Ophelia to Hamlet.


� See also Andrew Sofer’s arguments about the power of the absent and invisible upon the visible in Dark Matter, and Philip Schwyzer’s analysis of the materiality of memory in Shakespeare and the Remains of Richard III. 


� He argues that the social “is nowhere in particular as a thing amongst other things but may circulate everywhere as a movement connecting non-social things” (107, 75).


� See also Labors Lost, 7 and passim. Similar work underway by Martine van Elk on Dutch theatrical practice will make it possible to appreciate women’s contribution to the materiality of the European stage more broadly. 


� Much of this work has been influenced by Pamela H. Smith’s work on artisanal skill. 


� For interesting work in this area see McGavin and Walker. These questions are raised more broadly by work that spans medieval and early modern contexts; see also Brokaw.


� As Lin argues, “experience is marked primarily by its immateriality”, and Tribble quotes Hutchins, who criticizes social sciences’ tendency “to view culture as a ‘collection of things’” rather than a “cognitive process that takes place both inside and outside the minds of people” (5).


� It did indeed shape the reviewer’s own 2013 book, Wooden Os: Shakespeare’s Theatres and England’s Trees, which considers the ecological impact of commercial theatre on England’s woodlands.


� See also Tosh, Playing Indoors, and Dustagheer, “‘Intimacy’”.


� Most interesting to read alongside our more familiar sense of writerly and actorly skill is their assessment of Jacobean carvers’ work: they “often used a subtractive method, starting with a large block of timber and cutting into the material until the desired shape was achieved”, a process involving effort and material wastage in equal measure (57). 


� Building on her 2010 book, The Language of Space in Court Performance.


� The site of the Curtain was revealed by MOLA’s 2016 investigations to be surprisingly rectangular, 22m x 30m; initial work on the implications of this shape and on the documentary sources for its history is available on Syme’s weblog and Davies’ posting for the Before Shakespeare Project.  


� The implications of this connection are mainly around a closer attention to its audience-active, anti-realist focus on the relationship between performance and space in which illusion and space weave in and out of one another: “the performance may exploit the place for its own purposes, and in still others it may play at the interface of experiences of the real and the fictional”. Bennett and Polito (7), quoting Gay McAuley. For a further example of provincial specificity see Anderson.


� See also Sutton and Keene for a clear articulation of the field. 


� See also the wider chronological perspective and more directed focus on religious concord of Brokaw, who argues that “religious identity is performative, and that performances of religious identities are emotional and social” but also that “melodies move rapidly across confessional markers, between social classes, and from church to tavern and back again” (8).


� See also, in this area, Meek and Sullivan; Escolme.


� Karim-Cooper uses evidence of performance at Globe and Wanamaker; White’s work on lighting is influenced by “discoveries made from productions and exercises I have undertaken at the University of Bristol using a full-scale, candlelit reconstruction of the stage and auditorium”; Whipday, Hackett and Arshad explain the effect of “the ‘embodiment’ of Cleopatra in rehearsal and performance” at Goodenough College and Knole on their understanding of the play. See also Jones, Rycroft and Wright.


� For a fascinating exploration of split attention see King: “the very physicality of the theatrical experience enables the spectator to be mentally fully present in more than one realm simultaneously, able to empathise ... without being subsumed by that identity”. She points out that “we might sympathize with the characters while simultaneously admiring the actor’s skill”, 37-8. 


� Lin, e.g., sets out to “reconstruct the underlying principles that framed the perception, interpretation, and phenomenological impact of early modern performance’, and in doing so she proposes to ‘incorporate some discussion of nontextual material, in particular visual artifacts and architecture, and I am especially sensitive to the phenomenological dimensions of sight and sound” (5-6); Tribble points out that “Early modern audiences possessed a rich inferential knowledge of social conventions and hierarchy that would have been integrated into the economy of attention on the early modern stage” (37).


� See Grady’s original description, Gil Harris’s discussion of “historicists’ seeming fascination with the dull weight of evidentiary material” (“Shakespeare’s Hair” 480), and the rather less closely argued criticisms of Parvini about historicism as “a particularly boring way to read the plays” (178).


� An issue pointed up in Lupton’s description of the tardis-like qualities of Martin Wiggins’s Drama and the Transfer of Power in Renaissance England: acknowledging that it “might feel small ... in its nose-on-the-ground archivalism, which tracks both closely and cautiously the relationship between Court performance and Court politics”, she goes on to assert that “the book is expansive in its implications” (Lupton 498).


� See for instance Latour’s assertion that we can only “solve the problem of the relationship between the micro and the macro by linking them: if we make sure to pave the whole way from one site to the next ... If we do this, we will render visible the long chains of actors linking site to one another without missing a single step” (173).
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