
William Shakespeare Theatre Company
1594 1

William Shakespeare
Theatre Company
1594

William
Shakespeare
Theatre
Company
1594

Downloaded
from

remodelicious.com
by Barker &

Watson

INTRODUCTION:
THE PIVOTAL YEAR
OF 1594 IN
SHAKESPEARE'S
CAREER

The year  1594 stands
a s  a  w a t e r s h e d
moment  in  Engl ish
theatrical  history,  and
no  figure  is  more
c e n t r a l  t o  t h a t
transformation  than
William  Shakespeare.
While  his  genius  as  a
poet and playwright is
u n d i s p u t e d ,  i t  i s
essential to understand

t h e  i n s t i t u t i o n a l
f o u n d a t i o n  t h a t
a l lowed  h is  a r t  to
flourish.  That
foundation  was  the
formation  of  the  Lord
Chamberlain's Men, the
p lay ing  company
commonly  referred  to
in modern parlance as
t h e  W i l l i a m
S h a k e s p e a r e
Theatre  Company
1594. This year marks
not merely the birth of
a  professional  troupe
b u t  t h e  p r e c i s e
m o m e n t  w h e n
S h a k e s p e a r e
transitioned  from  a
relatively  minor  actor-
playwright in London's
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competitive  theatre
scene  to  a  principal
shareholder  and  chief
dramatist  for  what
would  become  the
most  famous  acting
c o m p a n y  o f  t h e
Elizabethan  era.
Before 1594,  London's
theatrical  landscape
was  fragmented  and
precarious.  Numerous
companies  existed
under the patronage of
various  nobles,  but
their  fortunes  shifted
with epidemic disease,
political  censorship,
and  financial
instability. Then, in the
spring  of  1594,  two
major companies were
effectively  dissolved,
and strategic alliances
a m o n g  s e a s o n e d
theatre  professionals
coalesced  into  a  new
organizat ion.  The
result was the creation
of  a  company  that
w o u l d  d o m i n a t e
London's stages for the

next four decades and
become the vehicle for
n e a r l y  a l l  o f
Shakespeare's greatest
works.  Understanding
t h e  W i l l i a m
S h a k e s p e a r e
Theatre  Company
1594 is therefore not a
niche  historical  detail;
i t  i s  t h e  k e y  t o
comprehending  how
Shakespeare's  plays
w e r e  w r i t t e n ,
p e r f o r m e d ,  a n d
preserved.

THE HISTORICAL
CONTEXT OF 1594:
PLAGUE, POLITICS,
AND PATRONAGE

To  apprec iate  the
significance  of  the
company's  founding,
one  must  first
understand the volatile
conditions  of  early
1590s London. The city
suffered  devastating
outbreaks  of  bubonic
plague  between  1592
and  1594.  Theatres
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were repeatedly closed
by the Privy Council to
prevent  the  spread of
in fect ion,  forc ing
playing  companies  to
tour  the  provinces  or
disband entirely. Many
p layers  los t  the i r
livelihoods,  and  the
major companies of the
era—the Admiral's Men
and the Lord Strange's
Men—struggled  to
maintain  their  rosters
and financial stability.
B y  t h e  w i n t e r  o f
1 5 9 3 - 1 5 9 4 ,  t h e
situation  had  become
unsustainable.  Philip
H e n s l o w e ,  t h e
entrepreneur  who
managed the Admiral's
Men,  faced  mounting
debts.  Meanwhile,  the
s u d d e n  d e a t h  o f
Ferdinando  Stanley,
Lord  Strange,  in  April
1594  removed  a  key
patron and destabilized
his company. Into this
vacuum stepped Henry
Carey,  the  first  Lord

Hunsdon,  who  served
as Lord Chamberlain to
Queen  El izabeth  I .
C a r e y  w a s  a n
influential  courtier  with
a  passion  for  drama.
He agreed to  become
the  patron  of  a  new
c o m p a n y ,  w h i c h
thereby  acquired  the
t i t l e  L o r d
Chamberlain's  Men.
This  royal  association
gave  the  company
u n p r e c e d e n t e d
p r e s t i g e  a n d  a
measure  of  protection
from  civic  authorities
who were often hostile
to players.
The  formation  of  the
William Shakespeare
Theatre  Company
1594  was therefore a
strategic  consolidation
o f  t a l e n t .  T h e
c o m p a n y ' s  c o r e
m e m b e r s  h a d
previously  worked
t o g e t h e r  i n  t h e
tumul tuous  ear ly
1590s,  but  now  they
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had  a  stable  charter
and  reliable  financial
backing.  This  stability
allowed  Shakespeare
to focus on writing with
the confidence that his
p l a y s  w o u l d  b e
performed regularly by
a  skilled,  unified
ensemble.

THE FORMATION
OF THE LORD
CHAMBERLAIN'S
MEN

The company was not
m e r e l y  a  r a n d o m
collection  of  actors;  it
w a s  a  c a r e f u l l y
c o n s t r u c t e d
partnership. The initial
s h a r e h o l d e r s — t h e
"householders"  or
"sharers"—included
William  Shakespeare,
Richard  Burbage,  John
Heminges ,  Henry
Condell,  Augustine
Phillips,  Thomas Pope,
and  Wil l iam  Kemp.
These  men  brought
c o m p l e m e n t a r y

talents.  Burbage  was
the company's leading
tragic actor, renowned
for  his  portrayal  of
Hamlet,  Othello,  and
Lear.  Kemp  was  the
m a s t e r  o f  c o m i c
improvisat ion  and
phys ica l  comedy.
Heminges and Condell
served  as  business
managers and later, in
1623, as editors of the
F i r s t  F o l i o .
S h a k e s p e a r e
contributed  not  only
his  acting  skills  but
a l s o  h i s  r a p i d l y
maturing  pen.
T h e  c o m p a n y ' s
repertoire  from its  first
season  reveals  i ts
immediate  impact.  In
1594,  they  performed
"The  Taming  of  the
S h r e w , "  " T i t u s
Andronicus,"  and  a
revised  "Henry  VI"
series.  But  their  most
significant  early
success  was  "Romeo
and  Ju l iet , "  which
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premiered  around
1 5 9 5 .  T h e  p l a y
captured  the  public
imagination  with  its
b l e n d  o f  p o e t r y ,
passion,  and  tragedy.
The  ensemble  nature
o f  t h e  W i l l i a m
S h a k e s p e a r e
Theatre  Company
1594  a l l owed  fo r
complex  character
i n t e r a c t i o n s ;
Shakespeare  could
write  for  specific
actors,  tailoring  roles
to  their  strengths,
which  elevated  the
quality of performance.

Shakespe
are's Role
as
Sharehol

der and
Playwrigh
t
U n l i k e  m a n y
playwrights  of  his  era
who  sold  their  scripts
outright  for  a  flat  fee,
Shakespeare became a
shareholder in the Lord
Chamberlain's  Men.
This  arrangement  was
revolut ionary  and
artistically crucial. As a
sharer,  Shakespeare
received  a  portion  of
the  company's  profits
rather than a one-time
payment. This financial
incentive  aligned  his
interests  directly  with
t h e  c o m p a n y ' s
success. It also meant
he had creative control
over  his  work,  as  he
was literally invested in
the  long-term viability
o f  each  p lay .  The
William Shakespeare
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Theatre  Company
1594 thus operated as
a  c o o p e r a t i v e
enterprise,  with  the
leading  playwright
owning a piece of the
business.
T h i s  s t r u c t u r e
e n c o u r a g e d
Shakespeare  to  write
prolifically  and
thoughtfully.  Between
1594  and  1599,  he
produced a remarkable
s t r i n g  o f  w o r k s ,
i n c l u d i n g  " A
Midsummer  Night's
Dream," "The Merchant
of  Venice,"  "Henry IV"
parts  1  and  2,  and
" M u c h  A d o  A b o u t
Nothing."  Each  play
s h o w c a s e d  t h e
company's  versatility,
from  high  comedy  to
political  drama.  The
company's  success
a l s o  a l l o w e d
S h a k e s p e a r e  t o
purchase  property  in
Stratford-upon-Avon
and secure his family's

f u t u r e ,  b u t  m o r e
importantly,  it  gave
him  the  freedom  to
e x p e r i m e n t  w i t h
language and form.

THE THEATRES:
FROM THE
THEATRE TO THE
GLOBE

In the early years, the
Lord  Chamberlain's
M e n  p e r f o r m e d
primarily  at  a  venue
called  The  Theatre,
located  in  Shoreditch.
This  building,  erected
i n  1 5 7 6  b y  J a m e s
Burbage  (father  of
Richard),  was  one  of
the  first  purpose-built
playhouses in England.
However,  a  dispute
over the lease in 1597
forced the company to
seek a new home. In a
bold  and  dramatic
move,  the  Burbage
family  dismantled  The
T h e a t r e  a f t e r
Christmas  1598  and
transported the timber
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across  the  Thames  to
Southwark,  where  it
was  reassembled  as
the Globe Theatre. The
Globe opened in 1599
and became the iconic
venue for the William
S h a k e s p e a r e
Theatre  Company
1594  (though by then
the  company  had
evolved).
The Globe was a large,
open-air  amphitheatre
that  could  hold  up  to
3,000  spectators.  Its
design—a thrust stage
surrounded  by  a  yard
f o r  s t a n d i n g
"groundl ings"  and
three  tiers  of  covered
galleries—shaped  the
very  dramaturgy  of
Shakespeare's  plays.
The  company's  plays
were  written  for  this
specific  space,  with
soliloquies  delivered
d i r e c t l y  t o  t h e
audience,  rapid  scene
changes  enabled  by
minimal  sets,  and  a

rel iance  on  poet ic
language to paint vivid
p i c t u r e s .  T h e
company's move to the
Globe  solidified  their
financial  success  and
g a v e  t h e m  a
permanent home in the
vibrant  entertainment
district  of  Bankside,
alongside  bear-baiting
rings  and  taverns.

REPERTOIRE AND
SUCCESS IN THE
EARLY YEARS

The  repertoire  of  the
William Shakespeare
Theatre  Company
1 5 9 4  r e v e a l s  a
deliberate  strategy  to
appea l  to  a  broad
a u d i e n c e .  T h e y
performed  histories,
comedies,  tragedies,
and  romances,  often
rotating multiple plays
each  week .  Cour t
records show that  the
company  regularly
performed  for  Queen
El izabeth  I ,  which
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a d d e d  t o  t h e i r
r e p u t a t i o n  a n d
p a t r o n a g e .  T h e y
quickly  became  the
premier acting troop in
London, eclipsing rivals
like the Admiral's Men.
One of the keys to their
s u c c e s s  w a s  t h e
ensemble's  stability.
Actors stayed with the
company  for  decades,
developing  a  shared
understanding  and
s h o r t h a n d .  T h i s
allowed  Shakespeare
to  write  increasingly
complex  ensemble
scenes,  such  as  the
comic  interludes  in
"Twelfth  Night"  or  the
battle  sequences  in
"Henry V." By the late
1590s,  the  company
had performed over  a
d o z e n  o f
Shakespeare's  plays,
establishing him as the
leading  playwright  of
the age. Their ability to
stage a new play every
few  weeks  demanded

incredible  productivity
and  organizational
s k i l l ,  b u t  t h e
s h a r e r s — i n c l u d i n g
Shakespeare—manage
d  it  with  remarkable
consistency.

THE COMPANY'S
EVOLUTION: FROM
LORD
CHAMBERLAIN'S
MEN TO KING'S
MEN

I n  1 6 0 3 ,  Q u e e n
Elizabeth  I  died  and
was succeeded by King
J a m e s  I .  T h e  n e w
m o n a r c h  q u i c k l y
recognized the value of
the Lord Chamberlain's
Men. Within a month of
his  accession,  James
issued  a  royal  patent
that  renamed  the
company  The  King's
Men .  This  was  the
highest honor a playing
c o m p a n y  c o u l d
receive:  they  became
the  official  servants  of
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the  king,  entitled  to
w e a r  l i v e r y  a n d
p e r f o r m  a t  c o u r t
regularly. The William
S h a k e s p e a r e
Theatre  Company
1594  thus  continued
under a new name, but
the core structure and
personnel  remained
essentially  the  same.
Under  J ames ,  the
company's  fortunes
o n l y  g r e w .  T h e y
performed  more  often
at  court ,  received
higher fees, and gained
a c c e s s  t o  i n d o o r
playhouses  like  the
Blackfriars  Theatre,
which  a l lowed  for
winter  performances.
S h a k e s p e a r e
responded  to  the
Jacobean  court's  taste
with  darker ,  more
p h i l o s o p h i c a l l y
c o m p l e x  w o r k s :
"Measure for Measure,"
"Othello,"  "King  Lear,"
and  "Macbeth"  a l l
debuted  after  1603.

T h e  c o m p a n y ' s
shareholders  became
wealthy,  and  their
professional reputation
was  unequaled.  The
company  continued
after  Shakespeare's
d e a t h  i n  1 6 1 6 ,
eventually  passing
through  generations,
but its golden age was
undeniably tied to the
playwright's presence.

LEGACY OF THE
1594 COMPANY

The  direct  legacy  of
t h e  W i l l i a m
S h a k e s p e a r e
Theatre  Company
1594 is immeasurable.
Without  the  stable,
financially  secure,  and
a r t i s t i c a l l y
collaborative  structure
o f  t h e  L o r d
Chamberlain's  Men,  it
is  possible  that  many
of Shakespeare's plays
would never have been
written, or would have
b e e n  l o s t .  T h e
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company  not  on ly
performed  his  works
but  also  preserved
them.  John  Heminges
and Henry Condell, two
of the original sharers,
were  responsible  for
g a t h e r i n g  t h e
m a n u s c r i p t s  a n d
publishing  the  First
Folio  in  1623,  which
saved  18  plays  that
might  otherwise  have
been lost forever.
Fur thermore ,  the
c o m p a n y  s e t  a
s t a n d a r d  f o r
professional  theatre
that  has  influenced
act ing  troupes  for
centuries. The concept
of a resident ensemble
of  actors dedicated to
a  single  playwright's
o e u v r e  w a s
revolutionary.  Modern
theatre  companies,
including  the  Royal
Shakespeare Company,
e x p l i c i t l y  d r a w
inspiration  from  this
mode l .  The  G lobe

Theatre, rebuilt in 1997
on  London's  South
Bank, stands as a living
monument  t o  t he
company's  original
venue and continues to
produce Shakespeare's
plays in a manner that
echoes the practices of
1594.

CONCLUSION: THE
ENDURING POWER
OF A
PARTNERSHIP

T o  s p e a k  o f  t h e
William Shakespeare
Theatre  Company
1594 is to speak of a
g o l d e n  a g e  o f
c o l l a b o r a t i o n .
Shakespeare  did  not
write in a vacuum; he
wrote  for  Burbage,
Kemp,  Heminges,  and
the other sharers. Their
faith in his  talent and
t h e i r  c o l l e c t i v e
bus iness  acumen
allowed  the  greatest
body  of  drama in  the
English language to be
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c r e a t e d  a n d
p e r f o r m e d .  T h e
company  weathered
p lague ,  po l i t i ca l
change,  and  theatre
closures to emerge as
the  most  successful
acting troop of the era.
In  1594,  a  group  of
ambit ious  players
joined  together  under
patronage,  and  in
doing  so,  they  forged

an  inst itut ion  that
w o u l d  s h a p e  t h e
course  of  Western
theatre forever. Today,
w h e n  a u d i e n c e s
applaud a performance
of  "Hamlet"  or  "The
Tempest,"  they  are
w i t n e s s i n g  t h e
enduring  echo  of  that
remarkable partnership
formed in the spring of
1594.


