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Travelling players

During the earlier years of Shakespeare's life, permanent theatres were not in

existence. 

The first permanent theatre was just called The Theatre! It was built in Shoreditch in

London in 1576. At that time, Shakespeare would have been about 12 years old.

However, this did not mean that people did not see plays performed.

In those days, actors would travel around the country in groups or ‘troupes’ and

perform plays in places such as town halls, churches, country houses, drinking houses,

markets, schools and universities. These troupes are called travelling or strolling

players. They would travel around the country by horse and cart. The cart could

unfold and become the stage on which the players could perform. It would have

taken days, weeks, months for them to visit even just a couple of towns or villages

across England. They would have visited places like York, Worcester, Durham,

Hadleigh and Stratford-upon-Avon.

For a full range of resources see: shakespeare.org.uk/primaryresources
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In Stratford upon Avon, where Shakespeare grew up and went to school, one of the

places the travelling players performed was the Guild Hall. It is very likely that, as a

boy, Shakespeare would have watched plays there.  The players would have been

paid and had to receive permission beforehand to perform in these places and, as

Shakespeare’s father was the local Bailiff (councillor) - as well as a glove maker - he

would have been responsible for this. Therefore, young William might have been well

aware of when the travelling players would be in town!

In Shakespeare’s time, everyone enjoyed performance and entertainment. So it was

important for plays to appeal to the poor people, as well as gentry and royalty.  By

travelling around the players could make sure everyone could come and enjoy the

entertainment. They would perform well-loved stories such as Robin Hood or stories

from the Bible, as religion was very important in those days. And later on of course,

the Shakespeare’s plays would also have been performed!

For a full range of resources see: shakespeare.org.uk/primaryresources
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Elizabethan travelling players - C Walter Hodges

The actors in the troupe were always men. Women were not allowed to be actors,

but this did not mean that they did not have female roles. They would simply use

younger boys to play the roles of women. The travelling players would often have a

bad reputation. They were often thought to be thieves living in an unsavoury manner,

who would move on from place to place.



PRIMARY

Travelling players

The players would travel with the costumes and masks they needed for the

performance, in the cart. They would be able to sing, dance and juggle, as well as

act.  They would not need to take a lot of scenery with them, as this was often

described during the play as part of a character's speech. You can see this often in

Shakespeare’s plays.

Shakespeare must have been very interested in the travelling players as we know

that when he was older, he joined well known acting troupes   such as Leicester’s

Men and The Lord Chamberlain's Men, which during the reign of King James I,

became The King’s Men - the highest of honours!

By that time, more permanent theatres were set up around England and one very

famous one in London was called The Globe which was built in 1598.  Richard

Burbage, a friend of William and a fellow actor of The King’s Men, built The Globe.

Shakespeare's plays were frequently performed and enjoyed at The Globe. By this

time, Shakespeare would have been aged 34 and would be travelling between

Stratford-upon-Avon and London.

As a young actor with little money, Shakespeare would have had to travel by foot.  It

would have taken him a long time to walk to London. But as his fame grew and he

became rich, he would have been able to afford a horse or perhaps travel by a

horse-led coach.  The journey would have still taken a long time and the horses

would need to rest and be fed. It’s thought that Shakespeare stayed overnight in

Oxford at the Crown Inn.

It’s easy to imagine that acting troupes, such as the ones Shakespeare belonged to,

would have spent a great deal of their time on the move travelling between the

places they performed - no wonder permanent theatres became more popular over

time!

For a full range of resources see: shakespeare.org.uk/primaryresources

Page 3Registered Charity Number 209302


