Was it fun to live in Shakespearian London?
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The lives of Elizabethans were hard, the mortality rate was high due to outbreaks of the Plague and life expectation was low. Elizabethan entertainment was popular whenever there was something to celebrate! A wedding, victories, festivals, you name it they celebrated it. 

Court entertainment was regular, often nightly combined with feasts, jousts and banquets often accompanied by music and dancing. The poor enjoyed a similar variety of entertainments: from acting troupes, tournaments, dancing, trained animals, mummers (dancers), mystery plays, jugglers and strolling players. Tournaments, Games, Sports, Gaming and Gambling also played an important part in Elizabethan entertainment. 
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Shakespeare's London was a very small world, and the theatrical world within that even smaller. Physically London was growing beyond its original fortifications (The Roman Wall)– during Elizabeth I’s reign the population would grow to around 200,000 - and was increasingly becoming a place of interest for visitors from abroad.

London's wealth was linked to the River Thames. The Thames was a harbour, a source of food, a transport route for goodS, London's principle source of water and also its sewer. At that time no embankments existed and so the river would routinely flood during the spring. The Thames would from time to time freeze over in winter – as in 1607 - creating a skating rink and talking point for the locals.

If you were to close your eyes somewhere near the Thames back in the 1500s (and not wake up minus your purse and with a nasty headache) the sounds you would hear – the gentle wash of boats breaking upon the shore, the banter and bustle of commerce etc - might be more familiar from present day Venice than modern day London.

This was a city without street lamps or a patrolling police force promising to "protect and serve." The wealthy areas like Blackfriars could be dangerous enough on a dark of night due to thieves. Areas beyond the city walls like Shoreditch were where the low life and criminals roamed, attracted by theatregoers who could be robbed on their way to and from the theatre. 
The ‘melting pot’

London was becoming more ethnically mixed. The Jewish community at that time lived in Bishopsgate, and there were probably several thousand black people in the city – a significant minority of often highly treasured workers, and servants as well as musicians, dancers and entertainers.

The uneasy mix of cultures, and the heightened English fear of things unfamiliar and foreign, would come to a head in 1601 when the increase in the numbers of black people began to result in bad feeling and prejudice from the locals. These people were generally slaves liberated from Spanish galleys (refugees and asylum seekers in our modern day). In 1601 the black population was officially designated a nuisance and there were even moves to have all black people deported which were unsuccessful. 

Earlier in 1600 an embassy from Morocco had arrived in London for a short stay. The Ambassador's ‘Moorish’ ways must have been just as perplexing and intriguing to the locals as the English climate, diet and local drinking songs were to the Moroccans.

Around this time the streets of London were also filling up with maimed veterans from the war in Ireland, forced to beg for a living around the fleshpots and theatres of the city. And disease was common, due to its quickly growing population many were homeless and charities were growing in popularity.

The Bright lights of the big city

Mass entertainment might have started with the Greeks but it was no less popular with the Elizabethans. The area around Southwark, close to Bankside where Shakespeare would finally site The Globe, might be thought of as a kind of Elizabethan Mall or multiplex. Here, out of the boundaries of the city, could be found contemporary entertainment red in tooth and claw. Only recently archaeologists have discovered the remains of bear pits where bears and mastiffs would do battle to the death, and a thick layer of discarded hazelnut shells – the Elizabethan's equivalent of popcorn. Bull baiting would also have taken place here, while the inns and brothels hereabouts were plentiful and rowdy.

The contrast between the rural and urban existence is key to much of Shakespeare's works. The clear divisions that he saw around him every day – the city and the land, the Catholic and the Protestant - and which he found himself for the most part sandwiched in between will manifest themselves in his works time and time again.
EXT:  WHAT WAS SHAKESPEARE'S LONDON LIKE?
· We know exactly what London was like from this excerpt from a pamphlet, entitled "The Seven Deadly Sins of London"  by Thomas Dekkar! "Carts and coaches make such a thundering din as if the world ran on wheels; at every corner men, women, and children meet in such shoals that posts are set up to strengthen the houses lest with jostling with one another they should shoulder them down. Besides, hammers are beating in one place, tubs hooping in another [the noise made by coopers or barrel makes], pots clinking in a third, water-tankards running at tilt in a fourth. . . . Tradesmen, as if they were dancing galliards  are lusty at legs and never stand still"
· It was noisy, crowded, bawdy, bustling and busy. Trades of every kind and description! Churches, inns, houses, workshops, stalls, stables and theatres! Animals - cats, dogs, pigs, horses and sheep! Bull baiting, bear baiting and cock-fighting! Inns, taverns and bawdy houses! Actors, courtiers, churchmen, merchants, shoppers, apprentices, money lenders, bawds, beggars and thieves! 

Use the source above to write a paragraph to describe London as you see it.
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Feasts - A large, elaborately prepared meal, usually for many persons and often accompanied by court entertainment. Often celebrated religious festivals


Banquets - A ceremonial dinner honouring a particular guest


Fairs - The Annual Summer Fair was often a ‘bawdy’ affair


Plays - Starting as plays enacted in town squares followed by the actors using the courtyards of taverns or inns ( referred to as Inn-yards ) followed by the first theatres       ( great open air amphitheatres built in the same style as the Roman Coliseum ) and then the introduction of indoor theatres called Playhouses


Mystery Plays - Re-enacting stories from the Bible


Festivals - Celebrating Church festivals


Animal Sports - Including Bear and Bull baiting. Dog and Cock fighting


Hunting - Sport followed by the nobility often using dogs


Hawking - Sport followed by the nobility with hawks








