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Elizabethan and Jacobean Drama 



Elizabethan age: reign of Queen Elizabeth I* ( 
1558-1603) 

http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/7/7b/Elizabeth_I_%28Armada_Portrait%29.jpg


Elizabethan Drama 
• The development of the 

professional drama in Eliz times 
would have been impossible 
without the protection and 
encouragement of the queen and 
her Privy council. 

• Queen E. became the patron of a 
group of actors in 1583. 

• .. the ‘common players’ had to 
face stiff opposition from city 
authorities , esp.  in London , on 
grounds of public order, morality 
and religion. The Queen, Church 
and City were all watchful for the 
least sign of plays going beyond 
permissible limits.  
 
 

• Most theatres were built on the 
outskirts or fringes of the city. 

• 1576: the ‘Theatre’ opened… 
built by the actor James Burbage 
( whose son Richard became the 
lead in Sh.’s plays) Both Sh. and 
Marlowe were 12 yrs.old 

• Collaborative writing was quite 
the norm 



Dramatic forms: masques 

• A typical masque( mask, 
consisted of a band of costumed 
and masked persons of the same 
sex who, accompanied by 
torchbearers, arrived at a social 
gathering to dance, offer gifts to 
the host, and converse with the 
guests. 

• The theme was usually 
mythological, allegorical, or 
symbolic; designed to be 
complimentary to the noble or 
royal host of the social gathering   



masques.. 

• Gorgeous costumes, spectacular 
scenery with elaborate machinery to 
move it on- and off-stage, and rich 
allegorical verse marked the English 
masque. 

• In queen Elizabeth I’s reign the 
masque provided a vehicle for 
compliments paid to her at her 
palace and during her summer tours 
through England.  

• Under James I and Charles I masques 
were usually presented at court.  

• Famous writers of masques: Ben 
Jonson( esp. when he became the 
court poet in the Jacobean period; 
elaborate scenes designed with Inigo 
Jones) 



Costumes for masques designed by 
Inigo Jones 



History plays 

• Remarkable contribution 
–legacy for other nations 
to emulate in developing 
a ‘national literature’ 

• Defined England in a not 
wholly uncritical scrutiny 
of its past 

• Sources-Chronicles of 
Holinshed 

• Shakespeare: Henry IV, 
V,VI,  Richard III,King 
John 

• John Webster: Caesar’s 
Fall 

• George Chapman:The 
Conspiracy and Tragedy 
of Charles, Duke of Byron 
(1608), The Revenge of 
Bussy D'Ambois (1613) 
and The Tragedy of 
Chabot, Admiral of 
France  

 

 



Richard III( Shakespeare) 
Edward II( Marlowe) 



Comedies  
 

• Shakespeare: Love’s Labour Lost, a 
comedy of Errors, Midsummer 
Night’s Dream.. 
 

•  George Chapman: The Blind Beggar 
of Alexandria (1596; printed 1598), 
An Humorous Day's Mirth (1597; 
printed 1599).His plays show a 
willingness to experiment with 
dramatic form: An Humorous Day's 
Mirth was one of the first plays to be 
written in the style of 'humours 
comedy’. 

• Ben Jonson: comedy of humours; 
‘Everyman in His Humour’; Volpone 
(1605) 

Pic:   Dickens, as Captain Bobadill in a 
production of Every Man In His 
Humour. Dickens played this role on 
several occasions.  
 
 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Blind_Beggar_of_Alexandria
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Blind_Beggar_of_Alexandria
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/An_Humorous_Day%27s_Mirth


Tragi-comedies 

• A distinctly non-Aristotelian form  

• Here the action and subject matter seem to 
require a tragic ending, but it is avoided by a 
reversal which leads to a happy ending; 
sometimes the tragicomedy alternates serious 
and comic actions throughout the play.  

• Most popular and frequently performed dramas 
of the era were the tragi-comedies of Beaumont 
and Fletcher.  



Tragedies 



Dramatists 
• University wits:  
• John Lyly  
• Robert Greene1558 – 1592  
•  Thomas Nashe 
• Thomas Lodge 
• George Peele  
• Christopher Marlowe1564-

1593 
 

• Thomas Kyd 1558-94 (the 
Spanish Tragedy) was not 
from a univ. background.  

• The death of these dramatists 
in the 90’s left the field open 
for Shakespeare 
 
 

• At the turn of the century 
(Jacobean period, under 
James I):  

• George Chapman(1559-1634  
• Thomas Dekker (1572-1632— 

[similar to John Donne 1572-
1631], 

• Ben Jonson (1572-1637).  
• John Marston (1576-1634),  
• John Webster (1580 – 1634)  

 



 
William Shakespeare(1564-1616) 
Christopher Marlowe  

  

http://www.google.co.in/imgres?imgurl=http://scholarsatwright.org/marlowe.jpg&imgrefurl=http://scholarsatwright.org/Marlowe.html&usg=__htYutAsj4pQUXz5UezKyfkAYbcg=&h=551&w=485&sz=28&hl=en&start=1&itbs=1&tbnid=AQQHozAW3nLpwM:&tbnh=133&tbnw=117&prev=/images%3Fq%3Dchristopher%2Bmarlowe%26hl%3Den%26gbv%3D2%26tbs%3Disch:1
http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/2/22/Christopher_Marlowe_Signature.svg


Dr. Faustus( Marlowe) 

Macbeth(Shakespeare) 



Ben Jonson 
George Chapman 



Reign of James I: Jacobean drama 



Jacobean drama 

• King James I on his accession 
brought all the major companies 
under royal family’s patronage—
The Lord Chamberlain’s Men ( for 
which Shakespeare worked)came 
to be known as the King’s Men.  

• Court performances, esp. at 
Christmas time, and in the form 
of masques, were greater than 
they had been under Elizabeth.  

• Shakespeare’s ‘A Midsummer 
Night’s Dream’ was believed to 
have been performed on New 
Years’ Day, under the title of ‘A 
play of Robin Goodfellow’ at the 
court palace. 



• Shakespeare was 
succeeded as chief 
dramatist of the King’s 
Men by John Fletcher ( -
1625), with whom he 
had collaborated in his 
last two plays- Henry VIII 
, and Two Noble 
Kinsmen. Fletcher 
preferred collaborative 
work, chiefly  romantic 
tragicomedies, writing 
first with Francis 
Beaumont and then with 
Philip Massinger. 
 

• The lurid plots of 
Jacobean tragedy, heavy 
with lust and violence in 
corrupt Italian courts, 
are vehicles for the 
strong sense of 
displacement and 
instability which the 
dramatists breathed in 
the English air at a time 
of rapid social, economic 
and political change.  
 



 
And so, the show went on, till the closing 
of the theatres by the Puritan Parliament 

in 1642….  
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