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THE BIRTH OF A
THEATRICAL
POWERHOUSE:
THE SHAKESPEARE
THEATRE
COMPANY 1594

In the annals of English
l i t e r a t u r e  a n d
per formance,  few
dates resonate with as
much  significance  as
1594.  It  was  in  this
year that what we now
r e f e r  t o  a s  t h e
Shakespeare  Theatre
Company  1594  came
into existence—though
contemporaries knew it

s imply  as  the  Lord
Chamberlain’s  Men.
This  was  the  acting
troupe that  would  not
only  launch  William
Shakespeare’s  career
as  a  playwright  and
shareholder  but  would
also  redefine  the  very
n a t u r e  o f  p u b l i c
theatre  in  Elizabethan
London. Understanding
the  formation  of  this
company is essential to
g r a s p i n g  h o w
Shakespeare's  works
were  first  brought  to
l i fe,  and  why  their
legacy  endures  more
than  four  centuries
later.
The year 1594 marked
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a  turning  point  for
London’s  theatrical
scene.  Two  powerful
companies  dominated
the city: the Admiral’s
M e n ,  l e d  b y  t h e
impresar io  Ph i l ip
H e n s l o w e  a n d
f e a t u r i n g  t h e
ce leb ra ted  ac to r
Edward Alleyn, and the
Lord  Chamberlain’s
Men,  which  brought
together  a  ste l lar
ensemble  including
Richard  Burbage,  Will
Kempe,  and  a  rising
poet-actor  named
William  Shakespeare.
The  creation  of  this
second  company  was
not  accidental  but  a
strategic  regrouping
following  a  plague-
driven  shutdown  of
theatres in 1592–1594.
When  the  playhouses
reopened, the need for
stable,  well-financed
troupes  was  critical.
T h e  L o r d
Chamberlain’s  Men,

under the patronage of
Henry Carey, 1st Baron
Hunsdon  (who  served
as  Lord  Chamberlain),
quickly  became  the
premier  company  of
the  age.

THE CORE
MEMBERS OF THE
SHAKESPEARE
THEATRE
COMPANY 1594

To  apprec iate  the
d y n a m i s m  o f  t h e
Shakespeare  Theatre
Company  1594,  one
m u s t  l o o k  a t  i t s
founding  members.
These were not merely
actors  but  artists  who
shaped the  very  style
o f  E l i z a b e t h a n
performance.

Richard
Burbage:
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The
Leading

Man
Richard  Burbage  is
often  remembered  as
the  first  actor  to  play
Hamlet,  Othello,  King
Lear, and Macbeth. His
p o w e r f u l  s t a g e
p r e s e n c e  a n d
emotional  range set a
n e w  s t a n d a r d .
Burbage’s  father ,
James  Burbage,  had
built  the  first
permanent  playhouse
i n  L o n d o n — T h e
Theatre—and  Richard
inherited  both  the
b u i l d i n g  a n d  t h e
entrepreneurial  spirit.
W i t h i n  t h e
Shakespeare  Theatre
C o m p a n y  1 5 9 4 ,
B u r b a g e  w a s  t h e
principal tragedian and
a  s h a r e h o l d e r ,
meaning he shared in

the  profits  and  the
artistic  direction.

Will
Kempe:
The
Comic
Genius
Will  Kempe  was  the
company’s  master
clown,  famous  for  his
improvisational  jigs
and  physical  comedy.
He  originated  roles
such  as  Bottom  in  A
Midsummer  Night’s
Dream and Dogberry in
M u c h  A d o  A b o u t
Nothing. Kempe’s style
w a s  b r o a d  a n d
aud ience-p leas ing ,
though  he  eventually
l e f t  t he  company
around  1599,  perhaps
due  to  a  clash  with
Shakespeare’s growing
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preference  for  more
subtle  fool  characters
l i k e  F e s t e  a n d
Touchstone.

William
Shakespe
are: The
Player
and
Playwrigh
t
Shakespeare’s  role  in
the  Shakespea re
Theatre Company 1594
was  multifaceted.  He
was  an  actor  (likely
p l a y i n g  s m a l l e r ,
dignified  roles  like  the
Ghost  in  Hamlet  and
Adam  in  As  You  Like
It), a shareholder, and
the  house  playwright.

The company’s success
depended  heavily  on
the  steady  stream  of
n e w  p l a y s  h e
produced—a  two-per-
y e a r  o u t p u t  t h a t
included  masterpieces
such  as  Romeo  and
Juliet, The Merchant of
Venice,  and  Henry  IV,
Part  1.  Shakespeare’s
deep understanding of
h i s  f e l l o w  a c t o r s
allowed  him  to  craft
characters  perfectly
suited  to  their  talents.

VENUES AND
PERFORMANCE
SPACES

The  Shakespeare
Theatre Company 1594
did  not  perform  in  a
single static  venue.  In
its  earliest  years,  the
company used multiple
spaces,  adapting  to
s e a s o n s ,  c i t y
r e g u l a t i o n s ,  a n d
audience  demands.
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The
Theatre
and the
Curtain
The  company’s  first
h o m e  w a s  J a m e s
Burbage’s  playhouse,
s imply  ca l led  The
Theatre,  located  in
Shoreditch.  Here  they
staged  plays  f rom
1594 to 1596. After a
legal  dispute over  the
lease,  the  company
briefly  moved  to  the
Curtain Theatre (also in
Shoreditch) in 1597. It
was at the Curtain that
Henry  V  famous ly
r e f e r r e d  t o  t h e
“wooden  O”  of  the
theatre  itself.

The
Globe
Theatre:
The
Iconic
Stage
I n  1 5 9 9 ,  t h e
Shakespeare  Theatre
Company  1594—now
firmly
established—took  an
audacious  step.  They
d i s m a n t l e d  T h e
T h e a t r e  b e a m  b y
beam, transported the
timbers  across  the
Thames to  Southwark,
and  rebuilt  it  as  the
Globe  Theatre.  This
open-air  amphitheatre
h e l d  u p  t o  3 , 0 0 0
spectators and became
the primary venue for
Shakespeare’s  later
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plays.  The  Globe’s
design,  with  a  thrust
stage, trapdoors, and a
balcony,  allowed  the
company  to  perform
intricate  scenes  of
battle,  revelation,  and
magic  with  minimal
s c e n e r y .  T h e
c o m p a n y ’ s  n a m e
changed to the King’s
Men in 1603 when King
James  I  t ook  over
patronage,  but  the
ensemble’s  foundation
remained the same.

THE REPERTOIRE
AND
PERFORMANCE
STYLE

The  plays  performed
by  the  Shakespeare
Theatre Company 1594
were  not  l imited  to
Shakespeare’s  own
w o r k s .  T h e y  a l s o
produced  plays  by
Thomas  Kyd ,  Ben
J o n s o n ,  a n d  J o h n
Fletcher.  However,
Shakespeare’s  works

formed  the  core.  The
company’s  repertoire
included:

Histories:
Richard III, Henry
IV parts 1 and 2,
Henry V
Comedies: A
Midsummer
Night’s Dream,
The Taming of
the Shrew, Much
Ado About
Nothing
Tragedies:
Romeo and Juliet,
Hamlet, Othello,
King Lear
Late
Romances: The
Winter’s Tale,
The Tempest

Performance  style  in
the  Shakespea re
Theatre Company 1594
was  highly  physical
and  rhetorical.  Actors
memorized  enormous
parts (Hamlet has over
1,500 lines) and relied
on  ve r se  rhy thm,
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gestures,  and  direct
audience  address.
C o s t u m e s  w e r e
expensive  but  often
anachronistic—classica
l  Romans  might  wear
Elizabethan  doublets.
T h e r e  w e r e  n o
actresses; boys played
f e m a l e  r o l e s ,  a
c o n v e n t i o n  t h a t
audiences  accepted
and  that  Shakespeare
often played with in his
cross-dressing plots.

ECONOMIC AND
SOCIAL CONTEXT

The  Shakespeare
Theatre Company 1594
operated  in  a  rapidly
c h a n g i n g  c i t y .
London’s  population
was  swelling,  and  the
newly built playhouses
cate red  to  a  w ide
social  spectrum—from
apprentices  paying  a
penny to stand in the
yard, to nobles paying
shillings  for  seats  in
the  gal ler ies .  The

c o m p a n y  w a s  a
business  venture:
shareholders  (called
“ h o u s e k e e p e r s ” )
divided the profits after
e x p e n s e s .
Shakespeare’s share of
the Globe profits made
him  a  wealthy  man,
a l l o w i n g  h i m  t o
purchase  New  Place,
the  second-largest
house  in  Stratford-
upon-Avon.
The  political  climate
also  influenced  the
company’s  output.
P lays  had  to  pass
censorship  by  the
Master  of  the  Revels,
who ensured they  did
not  contain  seditious
m a t e r i a l .  T h e
Shakespeare  Theatre
C o m p a n y  1 5 9 4
skillfully navigated this,
embedding  political
commentary  within
historical  allegories
(e.g., Richard II and the
Essex  rebellion).  Their
immense popularity at
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c o u r t — p e r f o r m i n g
before Queen Elizabeth
I  a n d  l a t e r  K i n g
James—gave  them
p r o t e c t i o n  a n d
prestige.

LEGACY OF THE
SHAKESPEARE
THEATRE
COMPANY 1594

W h y  d o e s  t h e
“Shakespeare  Theatre
Company 1594” matter
today? The answer lies
n o t  o n l y  i n  t h e
immortal  plays  but  in
t h e  m o d e l  o f
collaborative  creation
it  established.  The
company  was  the
c ruc ib le  i n  wh ich
Shakespeare’s  words
were  transformed into
living performance.  Its
shareholder  structure
gave  playwrights  and
actors  financial  stake
and artistic freedom—a
rad i ca l  i dea  t ha t
persists  in  modern
theatre companies like

the Royal Shakespeare
Company  and  indeed
the  Shakespea re
Theatre  Company  in
Washington,  D.C.
Fo r  s cho la r s ,  t he
company’s  practices
i l l u m i n a t e  h o w
Shakespeare’s  texts
were originally staged.
For  actors,  studying
the company dynamics
h e l p s  u n l o c k  t h e
physical  and  vocal
t e c h n i q u e s  o f
E l i z a b e t h a n
performance.  And  for
audiences,  knowing
that  Hamlet  was  first
delivered  by  Richard
Burbage on the Globe’s
stage—shaped  by  the
collaborative energy of
t he  Shakespea re
Theatre  Company
1594—adds a layer of
historical  wonder  to
every  performance.

CONCLUSION: A
TIMELESS
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ENSEMBLE

The  Shakespeare
Theatre Company 1594
was  far  more  than  a
c o l l e c t i o n  o f
performers.  It  was  a
cultural institution that
captured  the  spirit  of
an  era  and  gave  i t
l a s t i n g  f o r m .  B y
understanding how the
Lord  Chamberlain’s
M e n  f o r m e d ,
p e r f o r m e d ,  a n d
evo l ved ,  we  ga in
i n s i g h t  i n t o  t h e

alchemy that produced
the  world’s  greatest
dramatic  works.  The
year  1594  marks  the
birth of a company that
turned  the  wooden  O
of  the  Globe  into  a
window on the human
condition—a view that
remains as vivid today
as  when  the  first
playgoers  gathered  in
Shoreditch  to  witness
t h e  m a g i c  o f  t h e
Shakespeare  Theatre
Company  1594.


