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Prologue

John Bell 

I have played on the New Fortune Theatre’s stage just once, in a 

production of The Taming of the Shrew, directed by Aarne Neeme 

in 1986. I found that the big, open space demanded an energised, 

mobile dynamic of both player and director, plus a strong focus 

on language and storytelling. A helpful trigger: ‘the audience is 

hearing this play for the first time’.

Consciousness of the audience is paramount. You have to play 

to them, include them, and work at keeping their attention. Most 

of our text (not just soliloquies) is directed to them. Only at the 

end of a speech do you turn to face your fellow player: you give 

the cue and then your full attention, throwing the audience’s focus 

on to him or her. (Contemporary comments on Richard Burbage 

staying in character even when he was not speaking amount to a 

pertinent criticism of the lesser actors who obviously slackened off 

when they had no lines to say!)

Even more than on a proscenium stage, the words are eve-

rything on a space like the New Fortune. All the old clichés 

about Shakespeare’s scene-painting through poetry are absolutely 

true on an open stage like this, especially in broad daylight. The 

actor will find his greatest dynamic in playing the verbs in the 

text; Shakespeare’s verbs are always forceful, idiosyncratic, and 

informative. The actor’s responsibility is to take the stage, domi-

nate it, then yield it to the next actor; it’s a conspiracy of actions 
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designed to guide the audience’s focus and attention. They should 

always know who’s boss.

For all its happy accident in replicating the dimensions of the 

original Fortune, the New Fortune has some failings. Chief of 

these is a lack of romance or atmosphere. Comparisons are odious, 

but when you look at London’s Globe or Blackfriars, or even 

Stratford’s Swan, the New Fortune’s raw brick and modern iron-

work and cement are singularly charmless. Nor is the audience in 

a truly wraparound relationship – you have to reach out to them 

over a gulf.

Some of these shortcomings can be redressed (especially at 

night) by drapery and crafty lighting. The space is least helpful 

during the day, when rehearsals under the blazing sun, the gazers 

from office windows, and the vociferous peacocks make the con-

juring of illusion a Herculean task.

Despite all of the above, I’m glad the New Fortune is there 

and that it is still encouraging academics and performers alike to 

re-imagine the earliest performances of the greatest plays in the 

English language and the repertoire of world theatre. 
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THE NEW FORTUNE THEATRE:  
THE FIRST FIFTY YEARS

Robert White

Chapter 1

The audience attending the Second Lecture-Performance on 14 November 2014 on the 
New Fortune stage, delivered by Aarne Neeme and sponsored by the ARC Centre of 
Excellence for the History of Emotions, Europe 1100–1800. Image © ARC CHE.

I know exactly where I was and what I was doing on the morning 

of 18 August 1990: standing on the expansive stage of the New 

Fortune Theatre adjoining the Arts Building at The University 

of Western Australia (UWA), introducing my colleague Collin 

O’Brien to Sam Wanamaker. They both knew considerably more 

about the venue than I did at the time. I was somewhat dumbstruck 
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in the presence of Wanamaker’s star quality and knowing of his 

long and illustrious career in films and on television, at a time 

when his daughter Zoë was also making her name on the televi-

sion series Love Hurts with Adam Faith. If ever I have doubts that 

the event actually happened, I have some tangible proof in a copy 

of a book which Wanamaker presented to me – Andrew Gurr 

and John Orrell’s Rebuilding Shakespeare’s Globe (Weidenfeld and 

Nicolson, London, 1989) – which he had inscribed in flourishing 

handwriting: 

For Robert White,  
with much thanks for your interest and hospitality, 

Sam Wanamaker
8-18-90

Wanamaker was on a fundraising mission to fulfil his dream 

of building Shakespeare’s Globe on the Bankside in London, and 

also gathering information and ‘ocular proof ’ of other theatre 

reconstructions around the world. At the time I was surprised he 

even knew of the New Fortune’s existence in faraway Western 

Australia, though since then I have discovered it has always been 

a source of great interest among distinguished theatre historians 

around the world, if not meaning quite so much to local audiences. 

In particular, acute questions that he asked have haunted me ever 

since: ‘I need to raise millions of dollars to build the Globe, but 

you have this faithful historical reconstruction already, and free, 

with a university infrastructure as well to manage it. Why isn’t it 

used more? And why do so few know about it?’ The questions still 

intrigue me, especially in the light of the extraordinary success and 

popularity of Shakespeare’s Globe, which Wanamaker sadly did 

not live to see, since he died four years before it opened. We live 
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now in an age when Elizabethan theatre reconstruction is almost 

commonplace as a global industry, since the unexpected success 

of Shakespeare’s Globe (1997) and the Blackfriars Playhouse in 

Staunton, Virginia (2001), but the New Fortune is the mother 

of them all, whose existence since 1964 is the result of pioneers 

with foresight and whose story is told in this book. They helped 

to realise some of the aspirations of William Poel and Harley 

Granville-Barker in the early twentieth century, that some day 

Shakespeare’s plays could be seen again using ‘original practices’ in 

their ‘local habitation’ of Elizabethan stages. 

The New Fortune is a permanent, working near-reconstruc-

tion of the Elizabethan Fortune Playhouse built in London in 

1600, whose exact stage and pit dimensions we know from the 

surviving contract, which is reprinted in full in this book and later 

described and analysed by Collin O’Brien in Chapter 9. Major 

differences are that the New Fortune has no roof whereas the 

old had a tiled roof, the pit is not so sunken, and the galleries are 

nowhere near as far from the walls (only about 4 feet compared 

with 12 feet in the ‘old’; the height of the galleries is standardised 

and higher than each of the old Fortune ones). The latter factor 

severely limits the potential audience size to just one row on each 

level at the sides, though the depths are wider at the front and back 

(though terms like sides, front, and back are problematical and 

quite anachronistic, as we shall see). A local innovation is known 

affectionately as ‘Juliet’s balcony’ (notwithstanding the fact that 

there is no ‘balcony’ mentioned in Romeo and Juliet, nor indeed 

did any exist in England in the sixteenth century, as it was a con-

tinental fashion – Juliet in the play appears ‘above at a window’). 

The maximum allowable patronage for the New Fortune varies 

between 300 and 500 depending on how they are configured 

in the sides of each level and whether the pit contains seats or 
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allows standing, whereas for the major Elizabethan playhouses 

it has been estimated, perhaps improbably, as closer to 3,000. 

The occasions when those playhouses burned down (as did the 

Fortune in 1621 and the Globe in 1613) must have been terrifying 

experiences, though we have no eyewitness accounts of the events. 

The modern differences and constraints were imposed as conces-

sions to the fact that UWA regarded the space as primarily a 

courtyard for the Arts Building, rather than a functioning theatre. 

The story is laid out in Collin O’Brien’s original, detailed thesis 

on the New Fortune, which is an invaluable work of scholar-

ship.1 The colourful story of how it came to be incorporated as 

a courtyard into the Arts Building in 1964 (the centenary year 

of Shakespeare’s birth) as the brainchild of the then Professor of 

English, Allan Edwards (appointed in 1941), is told elsewhere in 

this book in Edwards’s own words (Chapters 4 and 6). Philip 

Parsons was another influential staff member who contributed 

his knowledge, and his vision and speculations in one essay are 

included here (Chapter 7).2 Perth architect Marshall Clifton had 

incorporated the specifications of the New Fortune into his design 

for the Arts Building, in consultation with Sir Tyrone Guthrie 

and Peter Parkinson (Chapter 5). The fledgling New Fortune 

soon proved to be popular with audiences as an open-air venue 

for local, national, and international Festival of Perth productions, 

under successive Festival Directors John Birman (1953–1975) and 

David Blenkinsop (1976–1999). Rose Gaby, in her excellent book 

Open-Air Shakespeare: Under Australian Skies,3 places the experience 

of the New Fortune in the context of other outdoor performance 

spaces at UWA used in earlier times for Shakespeare produc-

tions, such as the Sunken Garden and the Somerville Auditorium, 

pointing out that place and space are crucial components of 

theatre. These are particularly atmospheric and landscaped venues, 
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the latter now used for an annual International Film Festival. The 

comparisons are instructive and might be developed further, since 

the bucolic charm of picturesque ‘Shakespeare in the Park’ type 

productions, from Oxford to Toronto, are different in kind from 

the bracing challenges (to both audience and actors) of the austere 

demands of playhouses such as the Globe and the Fortune. It is 

one of many opportunities offered by the existence of the New 

Fortune to research in practice how Elizabethan acting styles must 

have been adapted to the space. 

There are some other reconstructions of the Fortune Playhouse 

around the world, but arguably none so modestly accurate as 

the New Fortune to the bare-bones, open-air experience of the 

original, on which staged emotions can be remarkably moving 

and powerful, in such close proximity to the audience. A pre-

ceding model was built in 1928 in Japan, a Fortune theatre stage 

reconstruction at the entrance to The Tsubouchi Shoyo Memorial 

Library Theatre Museum, of Waseda University, Tokyo, although 

I am not sure if this is capable of being used for performances. 

An Elizabethan Theatre at the Folger Shakespeare Library is at 

least partly based on the Fortune contract, but it is an indoor 

theatre. The Corral Theatre at Almagro in Spain is an open-air 

theatre dating back to 1628, which is used regularly and has 

some very interesting similarities with the Fortune.4 The New 

Fortune has, throughout its history and increasingly more recently, 

attracted attention from theatre historians around the world.5 As 

Wanamaker no doubt foresaw, the example of the New Fortune 

was prophetic of a much later, and now apparently unstoppable, 

vogue for reconstructions of Elizabethan theatres, and in that 

sense it was revolutionary for its time since it may have been the 

first used for public performances. The two much later examples 

that pushed cultural momentum along the path of more and 
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more reconstructions were Shakespeare’s Globe (1997) and the 

Blackfriars Playhouse in Staunton, Virginia (2001), publicised as 

‘the world’s only recreation of Shakespeare’s own indoor theatre’. 

Neither of these was based on detailed, historically accurate 

dimensions, since plans of these early theatres have not survived, 

unlike those for the Fortune. The spectacular opening of another 

‘Newer’ Fortune in Gdańsk in Poland in September 2014 was 

greeted with saturation press coverage right across Europe, from 

the BBC to Pravda.6 It was built on the spot that scholar Jerzy 

Limon had identified as having housed a sixteenth-century rec-

tangular theatre called The Fencing School, in which, he argued, 

Shakespeare’s plays were performed by travelling players from 

England.7 Only a part of the monumental building is based on 

the Fortune contract, and the new theatre offers the modern 

convenience of a moving stage and the ability to shut out the 

elements in bad weather with a spectacular roof studded with 

lights like stars, which opens like the wings of a giant butterfly, 

or as Limon more prosaically describes it, ‘like a lid’. His inten-

tion, with the Italian architect Renato Rizzi, was to create a 

‘metaphoric treasure-box’, which is as much a brilliant piece of 

twenty-first-century cutting-edge design and engineering as a 

reconstructed seventeenth-century playhouse.8 The examples 

of Shakespeare’s Globe, Blackfriars in Staunton, and the New 

Fortune are instructive since their ambience suggests the sheer 

versatility and timeless functionality of such ‘epic’ Elizabethan 

stages, able to realise what Dorothy Hewett describes as ‘that 

exalted and disturbing playhouse which nurtured the genius of 

William Shakespeare’ (Chapter 8). With the rather sad exception 

of the New Fortune (as yet), these great, permanent reconstruc-

tions are provided with the focus of now famous Shakespeare 

festivals, either annually or (as with the Globe) year-round. They 
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are a world away from a spirit of anachronistic or merely precious 

antiquarianism since sell-out audiences are regularly engrossed 

in the intense emotions generated in such theatres. By 2016, the 

year dubbed ‘Shakespeare 400’, ‘pop-up’ Globes sprouted all 

around the world, and Tim Fitzpatrick (Chapter 16) draws on 

evidence gleaned from the examples that appeared in Auckland. 

Deliberately coinciding with the celebrations around the world 

marking 400 years since Shakespeare’s birth, the New Fortune 

opened on 29 January 1964 with Jeana Bradley’s production of 

Hamlet for Bankside Theatre Productions, the Graduate Dramatic 

Society (GRADS), and the Undergraduate Dramatic Society, as 

part of the Festival of Perth. Dorothy Hewett enthusiastically 

reviewed the performance (Chapter 8). The choice was doubly 

appropriate since 1600 was the year Hamlet was produced for the 

very first time, as well as marking the opening of the Fortune 

Playhouse. The event itself has passed into the annals of legend 

and is mentioned in several chapters in this volume. A photograph 

(included in the colour spread of images in this book) confirms 

the oral memories of onlookers, that there was a full house with 

a highly appreciative audience aware that they were present at 

the making of history and apparently riveted by the sheer power 

of the play. To emphasise the point of historical significance, Sir 

Laurence Olivier and other celebrities had sent congratulatory tel-

egrams, and a specially recorded reading by Sir John Gielgud from 

Ben Jonson’s ‘To The Memory of … Master William Shakespeare’ 

was played during the Opening Ceremony that preceded the 

inaugural performance.

The New Fortune has been many things in its fifty-odd year 

history. As they explain below, Edwards and Parsons conceived 

it primarily as a teaching and research resource for enhanced 

study of the golden age of Renaissance drama in England. It 
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Telegrams received in 1964 from around the globe to celebrate the opening of the New 
Fortune Theatre. Images courtesy of the UWA Archives, © Performing Arts on 
Campus Collection, MS131, Special Collections, The University of Western Australia.
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has also been the venue of the GRADS’ productions over many 

years of Shakespeare’s plays, which have had a much-loved place 

in the events calendar of the theatre-rich campus of UWA. For 

Dorothy Hewett, a lecturer in English in the 1970s, its broad 

dimensions inspired her to write and perform epic drama of her 

own, along the lines of Bertolt Brecht’s analysis of Shakespearean 

composition, as we see in her essay reprinted here (Chapter 10). 

The results were startlingly modernistic and controversial, estab-

lishing Hewett as an enfant terrible and later the most celebrated and 

original female dramatist Australia has produced. Later, Theatre 

Studies lecturer David Williams was commissioned to produce for 

the Perth International Arts Festival a bold and decidedly avant-

garde play, Beautiful Mutants (1993) (see Chapter 12), in which 

the whole pit area was filled with water, something which no 

doubt health and safety regulations would forbid today. In 1986, 

Tim Minchin, at that time a student in Shakespeare and Theatre 

Studies courses in the English Department at UWA, was Musical 

Director of The Merchant of Venice, a joint production by the 

Undergraduate Dramatic Society and GRADS directed by Collin 

O’Brien. GRADS regularly mounted performances on the stage 

throughout its history (Chapter 15). To these usages we can add 

community Diwali celebrations; music concerts; full-scale operas, 

such as The Marriage of Figaro jointly presented by the Festival 

of Perth and the State Opera of South Australia in 1979, and 

Purcell’s King Arthur through the Festival of Perth in 1983; several 

dance productions; as well as the site being tacitly a priceless and 

unrepeatable heritage asset (though not yet officially registered 

as such). It is surrounded by office windows marking it also as 

part of a university building, and it is a neutral courtyard, a place 

where students eat their sandwiches and brood over their essays 

while tourists photograph the ubiquitous peacocks, oblivious to 
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the fact that it is a theatre at all. Stephen Chinna fused two of 

these functions by providing lunchtime performances of Titus 

Andronicus for intrigued and attentive casual audiences (Chapter 

17). What it could be, were there a will, is virtually any conceivable 

performance space, for rock concerts, flash dances, circus acts, 

cutting-edge experimental theatre, buskers, community festivals, 

improvised agit-prop eruptions, political sit-ins, craft fairs, cooking 

classes – you name it, the New Fortune can potentially do it, with 

memorable results. It is a gracious and welcoming host, keeping its 

store of secrets of emotionally heightened moments from the past 

and steadily revealing new ones. 

And this is the main thing that emerges as a research conclu-

sion: that the sheer, breathtaking versatility of the Elizabethan 

stage is what helped create the brilliance of works by dramatists 

such as Shakespeare, Marlowe, and Jonson, prepared to utilise 

and extend its resources by requiring the audience to awaken its 

imagination through the emotive power of dramatic poetry. A 

huge, plain wooden stage and a surrounding, sometimes inter-

ventionist audience in disturbingly close proximity to the players, 

could enact and be anything at all. 

A kingdom for a stage, princes to act,

And monarchs to behold the swelling scene.

 …But pardon, gentles all,

The flat unraisèd spirits that hath dared

On this unworthy scaffold to bring forth

So great an object. Can this cock-pit hold

The vasty fields of France? Or may we cram

Within this wooden O the very casques

That did affright the air at Agincourt?

O pardon: since a crookèd figure may
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Attest in little place a million,

And let us, ciphers to this great account,

On your imaginary forces work. 

(Henry V, prologue, 3–18 passim)9 

The concept of ‘emotional contagion’ in theatre and the media 

more widely, in which audiences ‘catch’ moods projected and cre-

ated by a terrifying play like Macbeth or one raising laughter like 

A Midsummer Night’s Dream, has been a term of art for a century 

or more and it is now especially discussed in terms of the History 

of Emotions. In ancient times, Plato condemned all imaginative 

art as illusions and ‘lies’ that incite corrupt emotions and damage 

the soul,10 while his student Aristotle, on the contrary, celebrated 

drama for its capacity to emotionally cleanse and purify audiences 

in their collective responses by ‘purging’ excessive passions.11 In 

the Renaissance, Sir Philip Sidney defended ‘poesy’ (drama and 

literature) for its capacity to awaken the emotions and through 

them lead readers and audiences to desire virtue and shun vice 

by ‘stirring the affects of admiration and commiseration’.12 In the 

Romantic age, William Wordsworth defined poetry as ‘emo-

tion recollected in tranquility’, and emotions are then conveyed 

through poetic utterance to readers and audiences ‘as enjoying and 

suffering beings’.13 His contemporary Percy Bysshe Shelley in his 

own A Defence of Poetry argues that poetry ‘awakens and enlarges 

the mind’ by acting on the emotions, reaching feelings across 

generations and centuries by conveying in ‘wondrous sympathy’ 

feelings of ‘exultation and horror, grief and pleasure, eternity 

and change’.14 Later still, Leo Tolstoy in What is Art? proposed 

that what distinguishes ‘real art’ in all media is its ‘infectiousness’, 

adding ‘it is not a work of art if it does not evoke that feeling 

(quite distinct from all other feelings) of joy and of spiritual union 
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with another…’.15 All these theorists centrally argue for the ‘emo-

tional contagion’ of art, though their metaphors are more often 

health-giving than diseased. Empathy and collective community 

spirit are at the heart of the process, as a recent book by Caroline 

Helm, Audience as Performer analyses.16 The experiences of open-air, 

reconstructed theatres such as the New Fortune and Shakespeare’s 

Globe allow us to witness and be part of the strange convergence 

and community of complex feelings, evidenced in fears, tears, and 

laughter, generated by powerful plays.

The Australian Research Council Centre of Excellence for 

the History of Emotions, Europe 1100 –1800 (CHE for short) in 

its inaugural year (2011) organised a conference, ‘Performing Old 

Emotions on the New Fortune Stage’, to draw local and interna-

tional attention to the extraordinary potential of the New Fortune 

as a rare theatre replica that would be coveted and cosseted by 

major cities around the world. The symposium included some 

of the world’s most important theatre historians who had been 

involved themselves in designing theatre replicas elsewhere, such 

as Andrew Gurr (Shakespeare’s Globe and the Rose excavations 

– Chapter 3) and Ralph Cohen (Blackfriars), and other interna-

tional and national theatre historians: Alison Findlay (Lancaster), 

Joanne Tomkins (Queensland), Rose Gaby (Tasmania), Li Lan 

Yong (Singapore), Peter Reynolds (Newcastle upon Tyne) and 

Penelope Woods (then completing a PhD at Shakespeare’s Globe 

and Queen Mary University, London). Rob Conkie and some 

actors from La Trobe University performed a memorable ‘original 

practices’ Henry IV, Part 1 that commanded complete audience 

involvement, demonstrated emotional contagion in action, and 

provided a focus for intense discussion. 

Following this event, CHE appointed Penelope Woods as a 

Postdoctoral Research Fellow, who researched the New Fortune 
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and enhanced its international profile in conjunction with the 

New Fortune’s fiftieth anniversary in 2014, coinciding with 

Shakespeare’s 450th birthday (1564), and his 400th death-date in 

2016. Woods, in collaboration with UWA Theatres, arranged for 

the visit of the company Two Gents17, stateless actors originally 

from Zimbabwe, who played on the New Fortune their immensely 

entertaining versions of The Two Gentlemen of Verona and Kupenga 

Kwa Hamlet, the latter based on the rarely produced First Quarto 

of Hamlet. Audience engagement was a primary strategy and effect, 

showing the stage’s intimacy and encouragement of improvisa-

tion and audience reaction in generating laughter and pathos. 

Woods also organised around these events a roundtable called 

‘Frontier Shakespeare’ that featured, amongst others, members of 

the Indigenous Yirra Yaakin Theatre Company. In 2014 Woods, 

Stephen Chinna and I also taught an honours course, ‘Fortune 

Playhouses, Old and New’, in which we explored the repertoires 

of the ‘first’ Fortune, which included a revival of the massively 

popular The Spanish Tragedy by Kyd, and Middleton and Dekker’s 

play The Roaring Girl written especially for the Fortune, about 

a swashbuckling, cross-dressing woman, Mary Frith, who was 

known as Moll Cutpurse; as well as original plays written for the 

New Fortune, such as Hewett’s The Chapel Perilous (1971).

In 2012 CHE worked in collaboration with the Australian 

and New Zealand Shakespeare Association (ANZSA) to pre-

sent its biennial conference, whose theme was ‘Shakespeare and 

Emotions’, with papers later published as a book.18 The New 

Fortune was used for workshops, and renowned British actor 

Andrew Jarvis revelled in the opportunities the stage presented 

for experimenting in intoning monologues and soliloquies in the 

near-perfect acoustics. At the conference, John Bell delivered the 

First New Fortune Lecture-Performance, which had to be indoors 
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since it was accompanied by the most brutal tempest that has ever 

struck Perth in midsummer December, a salutary reminder of the 

way Elizabethan companies were at the mercy of the elements and 

the fickleness of ‘Fortuna’. The Second New Fortune Lecture-

Performance was delivered by Aarne Neeme in November 2014. 

He has directed several plays by Shakespeare and Hewett on the 

stage, and the gist of his presentation is reproduced in this volume 

(Chapter 11), minus the stirring performance and visual aspects 

contributed by diverse actors. It is hoped this occasional series will 

extend into the future, after the cease of CHE, to remind patrons 

and the University of the theatre’s honourable past and to usher in 

a busier and even more illustrious future. 

The fiftieth year of the New Fortune in 2014, also the year 

of Shakespeare’s 450th birthday, was celebrated in fine style on 

the exact date of its opening, 29th January, again with an event 

organised by CHE. The night’s entertainment, this time favoured 

with clement weather, featured a GRADS production reprising 

highlights of fifty years of its contributions, summarised in Grant 

Malcolm’s chapter in this book (Chapter 15). Yirra Yaakin read 

their Noongar translations of some of Shakespeare’s Sonnets, 

which brought out some uncanny anticipations of respect for, and 

learning from, how country and the environment interfuse with 

human emotional lives. Paige Newmark of the ShakespeareWA 

Company, which has regularly produced very popular Shakespeare 

in the Park performances in both Hobart and Perth, explored 

in a lecture-performance some timely post-colonial aspects of 

The Tempest. Amongst complementary events organised by the 

CHE have been unique and historically important performances, 

by (mainly) boy actors from local schools and directed by Peter 

Reynolds (Newcastle upon Tyne), of Ben Jonson’s Epicene or The 

Silent Woman and Francis Beaumont’s The Knight of the Burning 
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Pestle. In case the New Fortune space would prove too intimidating 

for what Hamlet called the ‘little eyases’ [eaglets], these were 

staged indoors in the small and intimate Bradley Studio adjoining 

the Octagon Theatre at UWA. Once again the performances 

demonstrated the sheer infectiousness of sympathetic laughter in 

an appreciative audience.

Around the world, 2016 was known internationally as 

‘Shakespeare 400’ since it marked the fourth century after the 

dramatist’s death. CHE was early off the blocks with a spectacular 

season of The Merry Wives of Windsor on the New Fortune. The 

director was once again Rob Conkie, with his Melbourne theatre 

group, Nothing But Roaring (Chapter 13). The play is not per-

formed as often as other plays, but it emerged with a charm and 

structural brilliance, which provoked unabated laughter, which 

only a skilfully staged production can reveal. Alongside the perfor-

mances, we organised a more scholarly symposium on The Merry 

Wives, with international guests who have all researched the play 

in depth and from different perspectives: Elizabeth Schafer from 

Royal Holloway, London, is writing a book on the play’s perfor-

mance history, and in the present book she shares her first-hand 

experience of Conkie’s production in the New Fortune (Chapter 

14); Helen Ostovich from McMasters University in Canada has 

edited the play; Philippa Kelly works as Resident Dramaturg 

for the California State Theatre Company; Alison Findlay from 

Lancaster University has authored the essential reference book, 

Women In Shakespeare: A Dictionary,19 while I have published the 

only book-length, critical study of The Merry Wives.20 

An exciting recent development is that in 2012 archaeologists 

working for the Museum of London claimed to have discov-

ered foundations of one of the most elusive of Elizabethan stages, 

the Curtain Playhouse (built in 1577), thought to be located 
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in Hewett Street Shoreditch in East London. Two rediscovered 

sections of walls are, it is claimed, the exterior perimeters of the 

theatre. It has been hailed in the media as ‘where Henry V and 

Romeo and Juliet were first performed’, since Shakespeare’s com-

pany used it from 1597–1599 before the new Globe was erected 

on Bankside.21 The relevant fact in this context is that it appears, 

from the evidence unearthed so far, that the theatre building was 

not round or polygonal like the Globe, but rectangular, with a 

14-metre stage. (One argument holds that the reference to the 

‘wooden O’ in Henry V was added to the text later when the 

company moved into the Globe.) As Andrew Gurr emphasises, 

the square building is the case also for the Fortune. Given that 

rectangular spaces in inn-yards were commonly used as theatre 

spaces, it does seem at least arguable that the round shape was 

not a given or obligatory fact for actors, and may even have been 

more unusual than has been thought. If the excavations prove 

conclusively to be part of the Curtain building, the find has 

the ability to change our views of Elizabethan stages, suggesting 

that the 1600 Fortune in North London was not as eccentric as 

might otherwise appear.22 This is supported more recently by 

Laurie Johnson’s research into the mysterious ‘The Theatre’ in 

Newington Butts in South London. The lease circumstantially 

suggests this was rectangular.23 Received wisdom still accepts as 

the norm a polygonal construction suggested by Shakespeare’s 

‘wooden O’ of the Globe, and most likely also the first playhouse 

in London itself, named The Theatre, which was only 200 metres 

from the Curtain. But this may need to be revised in the light of 

future discoveries. Then the Curtain, ‘The Theatre’, and the New 

Fortune together may have the potential to alter our conceptions 

of what a ‘routine’ theatre design would have looked like in the 

Elizabethan age.24 
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•

Here are some concluding observations based on my admittedly 

layman’s experience in organising for CHE six major perfor-

mance events on the New Fortune since 2011, and having taught 

a course on it. I focus on how research based on the stage realities 

can enhance and complement research into performance pos-

sibilities, understanding the emotional potential of dramatic texts 

from the early modern period, including Shakespeare’s, and also 

performance of contemporary and experimental performance in 

the future. 

As Collin O’Brien emphasises, where we would speak of the 

‘width’ of the stage viewed from the ‘front’, the contract for the 

1600 Fortune significantly uses the word ‘length’ while reserving 

‘breadth’ for what we, proscenium arch in mind, would call the 

depth from back to front: ‘And which Stage shall contain in 

length forty and Three foot of lawful assize and in breadth to 

extend to the middle of the yard of the said house’. This strongly 

suggests there was conceptually no ‘front and back’ or ‘sides’, 

which are terms we would use of proscenium arch theatres and 

many theatres today, but that all four directions in the theatre were 

‘front’ in terms of the audience surrounding all four walls on four 

different levels (three galleries and the pit). This in turn suggests a 

rhythm of acting passing in circles and figure-of-eights rather than 

‘backwards and forwards’ or ‘sideways’, and facing up and down 

to the different levels rather than ‘forwards’, in order to involve 

all the audience simultaneously. Audience proximity and intimacy 

are extraordinary features of this theatre, and no spectator is more 

than a cricket pitch’s length away from the actors. The direction 

of playing that emerges from the visual evidence is based on a 

principle of ‘vertical theatre’ as Derek Peat describes it, playing 
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not alone around in all directions but also up and down, rather 

than modern concepts of ‘horizontal theatre’ directed outwards in 

one direction.25 To fully utilise the stage, actors must play in three 

dimensions, vertically, horizontally, and fore-and-aft. In turn, 

what I have called a figure-of-eight pattern of entrances, move-

ment across the stage, and exits, would fit with our experience at 

the New Fortune in using an experimental ‘tiring-house’ that our 

Postdoctoral Research Fellow erected for a conference workshop 

in consultation with Tim Fitzpatrick of Sydney, where actors 

would enter from one door (denoting coming from an interior 

fictional space) and exit from the other (leading ‘outside’). The 

proximity of audience all around, up, and down the four levels, 

and the visibility of audiences in daylight performances would be 

both intimate and overawing, comfortable and uncomfortable, for 

actors and audience alike, requiring complex strategies of acting 

that may not be known today, when we usually find smaller, 

seated, more docile audiences, typically sitting in darkness. Our 

whole notion of drama and its emotional effects can be changed 

with more research and first-hand experience of playing on such a 

stage with its unrivalled, austere resources.

Another consequence is that speeches that we are accustomed 

to call ‘soliloquies’, as though the character is ‘thinking aloud’ 

or ‘speaking to himself ’, were almost certainly likely to have 

been not interior monologues but addresses inviting participation 

by the audience. An obvious example, Hamlet’s ‘To be or not 

to be’, delivered as a ‘question’ directed at the audience could 

have been a call to them to express an opinion, rather than a 

purely introverted ‘thought bubble’-like voice-over in a movie. 

At every level, performances would have been extroverted and 

involved far more audience participation than we would expect 

when judging from modern, darkened theatres, and even from 
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the texts themselves. The plays come alive emotionally on this 

kind of stage in ways that are not immediately obvious from the 

page. Accordingly, many speeches and exchanges that we regard 

as ‘serious’ in practice often reveal a comic dimension – and vice 

versa – when played in such a public space with a responsive audi-

ence. There are many ‘overhearing’ scenes in Shakespeare’s plays, 

which would again involve audiences since they are placed in their 

own active, ‘overhearing’, and voyeuristic roles, almost collabora-

tors in the creation of emotional effects. Where do characters hide 

when there is nowhere to hide?

All this suggests to me, speaking as a scholar working pre-

dominantly with texts rather than an extensive knowledge of 

staging, that close research will reveal hitherto unrecognised 

allusions in the plays to the theatre itself, in addition to what 

our academic theories of ‘metatheatre’ teach. For example, the 

following exchange in Henry IV, Part 1 takes on both comic and 

chilling dimensions when we realise the ‘pit’ of the playhouse, 

onto which Hal and Falstaff look, would have held many potential 

victims for military recruitment, especially when Prince Henry is 

menacingly the monarch-in-waiting:

PRINCE HARRY:  I did never see such pitiful rascals.

FALSTAFF:  Tut, tut, good enough to toss, food for 

powder, food for powder. They’ll fill a pit 

as well as better. Tush, man, mortal men, 

mortal men. (4.2.57–60)

Romeo’s hyperbolic ‘With love’s light wings did I o’er-perch these 

walls, / For stony limits cannot hold love out …’ (2.1.108–09) takes 

an extra nuance for an audience surrounded by four very high 

walls with the open sky above, suggesting ironically the grandiose 
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but doomed impossibility of realising the aspirations of the lovers. 

Annotations in editions of plays might be substantially revised 

in the light of such findings, to the extent that a new ‘Complete 

Shakespeare’ will be possible, based on living research into theatres 

like Shakespeare’s Globe and the New Fortune, bringing a whole 

new scholarly community to research this stage. The aspirations of 

Tim Fitzpatrick in suggesting that the New Fortune ‘has a unique 

capacity to foster workshop productions’ (Chapter 16) that can 

teach us much about the plays as well as the stage, are being realised 

in the recent ‘moved readings’ organised by Bríd Phillips for the 

Centre for Medieval and Early Modern Studies at UWA. Students 

under the direction of Stephen Chinna (and initially Kathryn 

Prince) have already discovered for themselves many aspects of 

Elizabethan staging conditions, such as trusting the language to 

generate emotions, listening for cues, techniques of doubling, 

limited (or no) rehearsal time, the dramatists’ skills in seamlessly 

choreographing entrances and exits, and so on. Necessarily, these 

experiments have required ‘chopped’ texts (in Chinna’s word) of 

long plays such as Hamlet, Doctor Faustus, and Antony and Cleopatra, 

which also replicates Elizabethan practice, since playwrights gen-

erally erred on providing an over-long text for the approval of the 

Master of Revels, since thereafter they were allowed to mount 

shortened productions but were forbidden from adding any more 

material not included in the text. Nor are the lessons to be learned 

from research on the New Fortune limited to early theatre, since 

its extraordinary dramatic potential lends itself also to new and 

experimental modes of performance. Dorothy Hewett, regarded 

as one of Australia’s greatest playwrights, was inspired by the 

New Fortune and wrote several of her controversial, avant-garde 

plays specifically for this stage (Chapter 10). Meanwhile, David 

Williams’s production of Beautiful Mutants for the Perth Festival on 
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the New Fortune in 1993 was hailed as one of the most innovative 

and dynamic theatre experiences premiering in Perth, unique 

for the astonishing effects that could be gained in this particular 

theatre and not elsewhere.

I am not trained as a theatre historian, but as a Shakespearean 

scholar I recognise that all these tentative conclusions and open 

possibilities offer radical insights into the interpretation of oth-

erwise familiar texts, and they help to explain why the years 

between 1590 and 1620 constituted a ‘golden age’ for drama in 

England and across Europe. In addition, such observations, and 

others that will emerge through performances and close research 

using the New Fortune in the future, can bring into being 

strategies and dynamics for original, contemporary theatre per-

formances. The New Fortune offers possibilities for such research 

that are not even provided by ‘Shakespeare’s Globe’ in London or 

the ‘new’ Fortune in Gdańsk, since experiences in the latter are 

determined and constrained as much by commercial imperatives 

and tourist priorities as guided by a yearning for authentic original 

practices and heritage status (see Tim Fitzpatrick, Chapter 16). 

They are modernised ‘replicas’, which nonetheless demonstrate 

the effectiveness of Shakespeare’s plays on his own stage, while 

the New Fortune is a uniquely faithful reconstruction on which 

the raw, emotional impact of plays can potentially command 

undistracted attention.

All theatres of any antiquity are populated by ghosts, including 

deceased actors, directors, and the most cantankerous breed of the 

profession, reviewers. They sleep during the day and come to 

life towards sunset, squabbling or reminiscing among themselves 

about past glories and failures. The New Fortune Theatre, now 

into its second fifty years, has acquired a fair share of these wraiths. 

In fact the enigmatic flock of peacocks with their haughty ways, 
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tiny pea-brained heads but resplendently gaudy tails may include 

these thespian figures, amongst metamorphosed ancient professors 

flaunting their colourful robes. They may squawk and shriek and 

indiscriminately defecate during the day, but the Theatre itself 

lies quiet, deferring to the multiple other functions of a university 

building. In this book we bring some of the ghosts back to life to 

tell their own stories in their own inimitable voices, ‘trippingly on 

the tongue’. They keep company with others who still live to tell 

their tales, though doomed some day to join the pale revenants, 

joining their forebears and chanting with Puck,

If we shadows have offended,

Think but this, and all is mended:

That you have but slumbered here

While these visions did appear;

And this weak and idle theme,

No more yielding but a dream.

(A Midsummer Night’s Dream, epilogue, 1–6)

Live theatre on the ‘vast open stage’ is immensely hard work, 

as practitioners testify, but the impulse to recreate the past and 

foreshadow the future in enacting imaginative visions conceived 

centuries ago, and to entertain while emotionally infecting audi-

ences, is also among the most generous gifts that can be given to 

humanity. In this spirit, the New Fortune will continue to weave 

its magic as part of the unfolding History of Emotions.
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