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SUMMARY 

 

This thesis examines some of Shakespeare’s architectural allusions in his plays.  The 

variety of approaches throughout the thesis derive from my interdisciplinary method.  

Examining architectural allusions in Shakespeare’s plays alongside his biography and 

architectural evidence that may be obtained from surviving buildings and records, this 

thesis demonstrates how an architecture-centred approach can reveal actions and 

themes, presenting Shakespearean architectural strategies that have not been 

systematically examined before.  First from an exploration of Shakespeare’s 

architectural encounter, and then an examination of the architectural allusions across 

his other plays, followed by a close reading of Macbeth and Hamlet, I argue for the 

following: 

1) There are a considerable number of architectural references that may be related to 

buildings which are closely associated with Shakespeare. 

2) Shakespeare’s architectural representation encompasses multifarious modes, 

ranging from building typology, architectural layout, façade and built form, 

materiality, building access and control, construction, and interior decoration.  

3) Shakespeare’s architectural language often relates to architectural roles and     

functions, exploiting emotions and feelings, or cultural association through 

attaching them with architectural properties. 

My thesis organizes architectural layout/spaces of country houses in Shakespeare’s 

plays as a set of locations/images, presenting his architectural creation as a kind of 

communication system for dramatic actions and themes. Arranging and presenting 

physical spaces resembling those of country houses, it illustrates that architectural 

composition/essential features evidenced in Shakespeare’s plays are mostly 

theoretical and notional, having been creatively exploited to impart meanings and 

create dramatic effects.   The core idea of Shakespeare’s architectural thinking that 

this thesis presents is that as an entity, it is flexible and ever-changing, enabling 

conceptual buildings and their spaces to be deployed imaginatively.  Through closely 

examining facets of architecture alluded to in the plays as well as architectural 

practice, this study seeks to offer architecture as a possible area for further study of 

dramatic actions in Shakespeare’s plays. 

ATTENTION: The Singapore Copyright Act applies to the use of this document. Library and Information Services Centre, National Institute of Education.
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INTRODUCTION 

                 […] I’ll view the manners of the town,    

        Peruse the traders, gaze upon the buildings,    

        […]         

       And wander up and down to view the city. (Err. 1.2.12-31) 

 

This thesis deals with Shakespeare’s engagement with architecture in enhancing the dramatic 

richness of his plays. Its purpose is to explore the ways in which facets of architecture in his 

plays may be analyzed for a deeper interpretation of themes and actions.  I will endeavor to 

demonstrate that such a thing as Shakespearean architectural thinking exists.  At the same 

time, I will demonstrate that Shakespeare’s thinking is imaginative and flexible. In 1937, in 

Shakespeare and the Arts of Design: Architecture, Sculpture and Painting, Arthur Fairchild 

wrote that Shakespeare’s architectural experience has a ‘very considerable, if not profound, 

significance in our more adequate understanding of his treatment of dramatic form and in our 

perception of an angle of his outlook which enables us to see his greatest tragedy in a new 

light.’1 In nuanced and deeper ways of treating Shakespeare’s architectural representation, 

this thesis will explore how the study of medieval and Elizabethan architecture, including 

freshly recovered data concerning Shakespeare’s experience of buildings, throws new and 

important light upon his imaginative allusion to and creation of buildings in his plays.  As we 

shall see, this is especially the case when Shakespeare articulates and represents social 

classification, hospitality and power, and deception.  Through my exploration, an argument is 

made for opening up a new conversation about the role of architecture in Shakespeare’s 

drama.  I will argue that Shakespeare’s architectural thinking exists as a conceptual form 

featuring a set of ideas about forms and functions that can be integrated with or related to 

dramatic action, and as such, they are capable of constituting and conveying meaning. I will 

further argue that as a concept, the form is flexible, adaptable as well as creative, allowing for 

and privileging Shakespeare’s wide range of dramatic possibilities.  

Architecture and Architectural Thinking 

 Architecture concerns the creation of the interior space through physical form created 

by the floor, the wall, and the ceiling.  Bart Verschaffel writes that human being ‘does not 

only live in a World, but also in a “home” […] that relates to the World as an “inside” does to 

                                                           
1 Fairchild, A.H.R.  Shakespeare and the Arts of Design, Columbia: Missouri U, 1937, 51. 
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an “Outdoors.”’2  He states that ‘each architectural interior […] is at the same time a closed 

space, on itself, and at the same time represents and relates to an “outside” or to the World.’3 

Furthermore, according to him, architecture ‘is not only a means to build a World, but also, at 

the same time, to create many different kinds of “inside.” 4 It ‘mediates’ between two 

environments, and is essentially about ‘establishing and defining the relationship between the 

Inside and Outside, between the home and the World.’5   

 Architectural form on the other hand refers to types of buildings (e.g. houses, 

churches) that are erected by human beings.  It includes physical spaces that are within a 

building (such as rooms) and the garden or open space formed by the structure of the 

building.  It may also refer to physical elements of buildings (such as the floor, the wall and 

the ceiling) as well as the shape, style, and composition formed by these elements. Created 

architectural forms give rise to perceived spatial quality, which is the information received by 

human beings when they experience the forms; the arrangement of the wall, the floor and the 

ceiling gives rise to architectural space that affects the perception and behaviour of the 

persons who experience it.  A person may, for example, describe space formed by buildings 

as enclosed and private, or as open and public as a response to architectural form, conveying 

his or her idea about habitation.  

 In order to create an architectural form constituting the ‘Inside,’ there exists a range of 

‘architectural means, devices and signs’ to use Verschaffel’s words, for the purpose of 

creating a variety of sizes, shapes or styles for the structure. In this thesis, architectural 

thinking denotes the nature, use and ideas of the form and function of created structures. A 

number of architectural, social and environmental factors, such as available building 

materials, climate, practice, aesthetics and the specific needs of building owners, determine 

the design of buildings.  Saul Fisher writes that to ‘know a built structure’ means to ‘know 

such matters as the tradition in which it is built; design aspirations of the architect and initial 

occupants […].’6 In Roman times, Vitruvius had articulated the concept of architecture as a 

union of ‘the thing signified, and that which gives it its significance.’7In other words, 

                                                           
2 Verschaffel, B., The Interior as Architectural Principle, Palgrave Commun 3, 17038 (2017) 

doi:10.1057/palcomms.2017.38. 
3 Ibid. 
4 Ibid. 
5 Ibid. 
6 See Fisher, S. ‘Philosophy of Architecture,’ The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Winter 2016 Edition),   

https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/win2016/entries/architecture/, accessed on 27 Nov. 2017. 
7 Morgan, M. H, Vitruvius: The Ten Books on Architecture, Cambridge: Harvard UP, 1924, 5. 
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architecture represents a set of insights drawn from cultural and geographical considerations 

of architectural form and function. The potential of architecture to convey individual’s 

aspirations and values means that it is beneficial to examine architectural creation in order to 

gain an understanding between the relationships between people and architectural.  

 Architecture forms part of material culture: domestic material culture comprises 

objects of the physical space of a dwelling -- furniture, household items and decorations.  The 

primary interest of material culture is in exploring subject-object relations for the way human 

beings mediate relationship with others through objects. If an architectural form such as the 

bay-window may be considered as an object that is reflective of comfort and prestige and 

therefore also of human behaviour, then one can access the relationship between people and 

the architectural object by investigating its material values through, for example, the 

consideration and evaluation of its physical space or materiality. As domestic material 

culture, the architectural form may have social, practical and symbolic meaning, and 

therefore, may importantly shed light upon the lifeworld, identity, personal or shared history, 

or upon inter-relations between people.  

 In his plays, Shakespeare creates buildings for characters and actions and an 

awareness in architecture is expected of us if we want to 1), better understand his 

architectural allusions 2), reconstruct and reimagine the physical environment in which 

actions occur and 3), imagine more accurately actions and themes in the plays. However, for 

those of us who, having a narrative-oriented reading habit and are thus unaccustomed to 

spatial visualization, mounting an architectural imagination as we read a play may be difficult 

initially. The same may also be said regarding the audience since the limited possibility of 

providing setting for scenery and intended atmosphere in the Elizabethan theatre meant that 

they depended to a large extent on dramatic language.  This is especially so when the 

visualization of characters’ imagination is involved.  Since awareness of architecture is 

expected of readers and audiences alike, one may try to refer to contemporary buildings in 

order to imagine their rooms and layouts in an attempt to work out architectural spaces in 

which characters occupy in a scene, or when trying to gain an understanding of the 

physicality of invoked spaces.8 If when relating the focus of Shakespeare’s architectural 

details to the actual, architectural surrounding, we can attain a wider implications of actions 

                                                           
8 For the problems of enacting realism in the Elizabethan theatre due to its stage construction, please see Gur, A. 

The Shakespearean Stage 1574-1642, Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 2009, 221-222. 
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in the plays, or if layouts of actual buildings prove to be capable of clarifying circumstances 

relating to characters’ physical spaces in buildings, their relative spatial locations, such an 

effort is worth pursuing in order to understand more about architectural space that 

Shakespeare is consciously or implicitly conveying to audience and readers.  My 

reconstruction of buildings and physical spaces for Shakespeare’s plays in this thesis is here 

the starting point for an exploration of the specific architectural data that I believe 

Shakespeare shares with us in his drama.  

The distinctions in approach to the examination of the subject are due to an 

interdisciplinary perspective. On the one hand, architectural material culture, architectural 

practice, as well as the features of buildings and physical spaces as alluded to in 

Shakespeare’s plays will be examined in relation to themes and actions.  On the other, 

historical, architectural, and biographical documents -- information that may throw light on 

medieval and Elizabethan architectural practice, history of buildings and Shakespeare’s 

architectural experience -- as well as extant buildings that may be associated with 

Shakespeare are explored alongside dramatic texts to study the representation of built forms 

in Shakespeare’s drama.  Through analysing a range of dramatic, historical, biographical and 

architectural information, I will show that by connecting the above-mentioned different kinds 

of evidence, one can begin to illuminate the ideas behind Shakespeare’s architectural 

creation.  

Architecture involves scientific technology -- the engineering of erecting shelters 

containing walls, floors and ceilings -- and the aesthetical creating of shapes, which are laid 

out functionally on a building structure.  Andri Gerber has written that architecture is 

‘unstable,’ both as an object of investigation and investigating/designing subject.9 According 

to him, this stems, mainly, from the fact that as a discipline, architecture is ‘oscillating 

between science and art, technology and artisan craft,’ thus lending itself to metaphorical 

interpretations that may often be found across a range of other art forms and disciplines.10 My 

argument focuses on the interplay between built forms and dramatic actions, interrogating the 

realistic as well as metaphorical nature and role of architecture in Shakespeare’s drama.  In 

                                                           
9 Gerber, A, writing for ‘Introduction’ in Metaphors in Architecture and Urbanism: An Introduction, Gerber, A, 

and Patterson, B. (eds.) Bielefeld: Transcript-Verlag, 2014, 19. 
10 Gerber has usefully compiled for us various case studies regarding how architectural metaphors have been 

made use of to represent themes across various disciplines.  For example, cinema has used the architectural 

metaphors of ‘homes away from home’ and ‘ruins’ for constructing myths and narration in movies such as 

White Christmas (1954) and Holiday Inn (1942). See ibid, 25. 
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my reconstruction of building and physical spaces in this thesis, I aim at creating a kind of 

visual aid that comprises the literal as well as the conceptual, which is useful in 

demonstrating Shakespeare’s architectural concept as well as discussing his strategy. 

To address the above issues that straddle across disciplines, I have formulated the 

following four research questions as a framework of investigation for this thesis: 

1) What are the principal architectural forms that Shakespeare would have seen 

during his lifetime? In what ways -- as a source for his architectural creation or 

otherwise -- did individual experience with built forms impact Shakespeare’s 

architectural representation? 

2) In what modes -- literal or conceptual -- does architecture appear in Shakespeare’s 

drama, and how do the modes constitute and convey meaning?  

3) What are the roles architecture plays in his drama?  Is there a pattern in which 

ideas about the nature, function and use of architecture can be detected and 

discussed? 

4) How do the physicality and materiality of buildings relate to arising dramatic 

situations.  What are the ways in which characters react/respond to features of 

buildings and their spaces. 

Country Houses -- Fortified and Unfortified 

In his plays, Shakespeare alludes to many types of buildings, including palaces, 

residential houses, religious buildings, brothels and inns, courts of law, prisons and bridges.  

The principal building type I want to focus on in this thesis is the large country house (Figs.1 

and 2). Architectural historians do not normally distinguish between country houses and 

castles, these two types of residence being the centre of feudal control or seat of aristocracy. 

Mark Girouard has defined country houses as ‘power houses -- the houses of the ruling class -

-’ and they include the fortified country house and the non-fortified Elizabethan country 

house. 11  Fortified country houses or castles (in this dissertation, this term will be adopted to 

refer to the fortified country houses in Mac., and Ham.) precede the unfortified Elizabethan 

country houses, and these two types of buildings are typified by building blocks surrounding 

a large courtyard or courtyards.  Due to the need for protection against enemies, the former 

buildings were furnished with a defensive system -- moats, strong, high outer walls 

                                                           
11 Girouard, M.  Life in the English Country House. New Haven: Yale UP, 1978, 2. 
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(ramparts) with gun platforms, and specially designed defensive gatehouses furnished with 

portcullises.  On the other hand, due to the prevailing feeling of security that accompanied the 

Elizabethan era, the succeeding form of ‘power houses,’ the unfortified country houses (built 

by the gentry) that emerged in the English landscape, had dispensed with the defensive 

system built for castles.  Importantly, although these two houses were built at different times, 

as country houses, one facet of their architecture remains the same: they were built for 

display -- to show the power, wealth and prestige of their owners. The owners of castles were 

feudal lords who exercised rights and privileges in the districts they resided, and the design of 

their residence as a seat of control often reflected their authority in their home area.  

Similarly, noblemen built large country houses in the Elizabethan era as their seat of 

aristocracy, and as a built form, their houses, as Richard Wilson and Alan Mackley describe, 

‘[physically […] expound to us the key role played by their owners in politics, in culture, and 

in the development of the landscape across the past four centuries.’12 

 

 

Fig. 1  An Example of the Fortified Country House (Castle) 

Warwick castle as seen from the Avon.  In 1604, Sir Fulk Greville took 

over the property and converted it into his residence. 

 

                                                           
12 Wilson, R., and Mackey, A., Creating Paradise: The Building of the English Country Houses, A&C Black: 

London and New York, 2000, 1. 
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Fig. 2  An Example of the Elizabethan Country House   
   
One of the earliest of the great Elizabethan country houses, Charlecote 

Park house in Warwickshire has been a residence of the Lucy family since 

1558  
 

With the understanding of the notion of display in the design of both of these building 

form, it is understandable that due to the common purpose aimed at providing a building that 

is fit for purpose and in order to impress, these two types of houses share basic ‘architectural 

programming.’13 In creating the architecture of castles, the idea of display is manifested in the 

provision of prestigious rooms such as the great halls, the long gallery, various chambers, and 

the great kitchen with a number of supporting rooms, as well as an elaborate orchard.14  

These rooms are then organized around a courtyard through which visitors arriving from the 

gatehouse would travel before reaching the entrance porch attached to the great hall, creating 

for guests a sense of arrival that invokes ceremony, spaciousness and hospitality.  

Importantly, as a building form, the architecture of the country house has adopted the basic 

design principle of the castle, retaining the basic form and contents that are characteristic of 

its medieval forebear.  In the unfortified country houses, buildings blocks, as are those of its 

predecessor, are organized around a central courtyard, and as such they are capable of 

creating the same kind of arrival and living experience. Even though these buildings do not 

feature the military defense system, a gatehouse has been provided although it is merely 

retained for the sake of appearance.  In the same vein, edges of the main building are often 

                                                           
13 Architectural programming refers to the decision making process in establishing the contents and organizing 

principle of a building’s design. 
14 Tom MacNeil has noted, ‘[a] lord and his agents organized his lordship from his castle and they needed the 

room to do it.’ See McNeil, T. Castles, London: Batsford, 2006, 12. 
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shaped in the form of defensive towers and turrets, making their external appearance 

resemble that of the castle. Their ‘architectural programming’ may be best described by the 

specifications offered by Sir Francis Bacon. The buildings were erected on a large scale and 

were composed of luxurious features and exclusive rooms that ‘take the prospect and 

freshness of the garden.’  These rooms consist of the great hall, summer and winter parlours, 

cellars, ‘privy kitchens’ with ‘butteries and pantries,’ ‘privy lodgings’ having a range of 

private chambers, open galleries, the grand staircase featuring ‘a fair and open newel,’ as well 

as outbuildings such as gatehouses, servants’ quarters, and finally a spacious arrival court. 15 

Built to reflect ‘civility and elegancy,’16 these large houses thrived in Elizabethan England 

due to the ‘Great Rebuilding,’ an economic phenomenon in the period between mid-16th 

century and 1640 in which improved economic conditions stimulated the widespread, new 

erection of country houses by the gentry. 17 As major residences of elite landowners or 

centers of country estates, these domestic houses, marked especially by their interior 

architecture, provide spacious halls, bedrooms and galleries complete with decorative 

ornaments for the enjoyment and comfort of the owners as well as for offering hospitality. 

Considered crucial to the construction of identities through providing dedicated 

spaces for private leisure time for the elite, country houses (fortified and unfortified) and their 

architecture are objects of my enquiries about living as represented in Shakespeare’s plays.  I 

will investigate the nature of architectural ideas, form, and function in relation to social 

distinction in the plays due to architecture’s potential of giving voice to social differentiation 

and identity.  My study explores ideas in which meanings that can be developed from 

architecture have been explored by Shakespeare when he represents human activities and 

social events in country houses, examining interplays between dramatic actions and built 

forms. 

The thesis deals primarily with the perception of the built environment by characters 

in the story, exploring representation that provides information about their perception of 

architecture or locations, characters’ movements, attitudes and emotions, and contexts of 

                                                           
15 For Bacon’s full specifications on designing country houses, see Bacon, F., ‘Of Building’ in Essays, 

Informotions, 2000, 64. 
16 Ibid, 21.   
17 See Hoskin, W.G, ‘The Rebuilding of Rural England, 1570-1649,’ Journal: Past & Present, 4.1., 1953, 44-

59, for the extent and impact of the rebuilding in England. 
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events.18 There is a passage in Err. expressing the potential of buildings in shaping identity 

(in this case, civic identity), which is developed from a traveller’ perception of the reality of 

his new location.  In Act 1, Scene 2 when Antipholus of Syracuse, upon arrival at Ephesus 

expects that he will be overwhelmed by a new urban environment: 

[…] I’ll view the manners of the town,     

 Peruse the traders, gaze upon the buildings,    

              […] 

 […] I will go lose myself     

 And wander up and down to view the city. (Err. 1.2.12-31) 

       

The above passage’s notion of the relationship between buildings and self-identity will prove 

to be a good introduction to my thesis.  As the beginning of the scene, this passage introduces 

a sense of disorientation for Antipholus S who arrives in Ephesus.  Antipholus S speaks of 

losing himself, and in the scene mistakes the twin of his servant for his real servant. He will 

later lose his financial security due to mistaken identity, experiencing in the new town what 

to him is a mysterious way of life, saying ‘this town is full of cozenage […]’ (Err. 1.2.97).  

The reference to observing buildings in a foreign city in the above has the effect of 

emphasizing Antipholus S’ status as an outsider to Ephesus, foreshadowing how as a foreign 

city, Ephesus will compel him to undergo an experience of culture shock.  

In the above passage, presenting the reality faced by a traveller in a foreign country, 

Shakespeare anticipates the notion of ‘tourist gaze,’ which, as sociologist John Urry explains, 

focuses on ‘features of landscape and townscape that separates them off from everyday and 

ordinary experience.’19 According to the principle of the ‘tourist gaze,’ ‘there is an 

anticipation, especially through day-dreaming and fantasy, of intense pleasures’ to be 

satisfied by a visiting traveller in a foreign place. 20 Antipholus’ ‘gaze’ (1.2.13), a natural 

response for a traveller attracted to new sights, highlights his anticipation of the environment 

that is foreign, emphasizing his status as a visitor in Ephesus. There is a distinctive sense of 

realism in Antipholus’ experience when he expects that he doesn’t fit in with the surrounding 

of the city but yet insists on immersing himself in it.  He chooses to ‘lose myself / And 

wander up and down to view the city,’ (Err. 1.2.30-31) even though he foresees himself to be 

‘like a drop of water / That in the ocean seeks another drop’ in Ephesus, (Err. 1.2.35-36), 

                                                           
18 Treating the imagined space as conceived by characters to analyze events and the physical environment, the 

process that involves architectural spatialization, is in line with the notion of the spatial turn, which sees space 

as a construction of human activity and practices.   
19 Urry, J. The Tourist Gaze, London: Sage, 1990, 4. 
20 Ibid. 
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expecting that as a foreign city, it will only ‘confound’ (Err. 1.2.38) him such that he is 

‘unhappy’ (Err. 1.2.40).    

The thesis narrows down its discussion on the actual built environment as part of the 

extra-theatrical context for Shakespeare’s representation of architecture, looking at buildings’ 

physical appearances and their created landscape, estate management, workmanship, material 

culture, and the control of access of buildings. Catherine Richardson has already articulated 

for us ‘the extra-theatrical significance of domestic spaces and the meanings of their 

contents.’21 Stage conventions contain connotative markers, and Richardson writes, quoting 

Alan Dessen:  

He [Dessen] discusses how a place “came into existence when the actor gestured 

towards something (a pillar, a railing) or some place, thus giving a local habitation 

and a name to an otherwise neutral area.22 

 

According to Richardson, Dessen has argued for the openness and neutrality for the 

representation of space due to stage, which allows freedom from ‘the constraints of visual 

particularity, enabling their imagination to ‘roam between language, concept and situation 

[…].23 Yet importantly, she invites as to look at extra-theatrical contexts. Despite the power 

of the stage’s connotative meanings, she points out that its material qualities afford 

“distractive glimpses” of the “material, economic” and ‘affective histories of the properties 

and spaces which the audience see,’ and this brings ‘extra-theatrical meanings’ into play.24 I 

agree that connotative markers are not exclusive to theatrical conventions and that the 

audience’s ability of understanding performance depends a great deal upon extra-theatrical 

contents. The above-mentioned facets of architecture that I intend to examine form part of the 

cultural geography in which Shakespeare operates in his lifetime, and I believe that it will be 

helpful to explore how he assimilates architectural ideas for the story of his plays.   

 My choice to examine country houses coincides with the fact that Shakespeare 

frequently creates them to locate actions, introducing interactions between physical spaces 

and characters, generating tensions.  The plays, Wiv., TN, Cym. Err, MV, MND and Mac., for 

example, all feature the fortified or unfortified country houses. In TN, Olivia’s house has a 

                                                           
21 Richardson, C. Domestic Life and Domestic Tragedy in Early Modern England, Manchester: Manchester UP, 

2006, 193.  
22 Ibid, 8.  Dessen, A., Elizabethan Stage conventions and Modern Interpreters, 1984, 61, as quoted by 

Richardson. 
23 Ibid, 8. Harris, G.H, and Korda, N., (eds.) Stage Properties, 2002, 6 as quoted in Richardson, 2006, 8. 
24 Richardson, 8. 
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garden in which her chief steward, Malvolio spots a love letter, which is written by Maria in 

order to trick him into thinking that Olivia is in love with him.  He then imagines that he has 

a room with a ‘day-bed, where I have left / Olivia sleeping’ (TN 2.5.41).  In the room 

furnished with the couch, he takes a ‘demure travel of regard’ (TN 2.5.35) of its space, 

pretending to say to Sir Toby and his company, ‘I know my place as I would they should do 

theirs,’ (TN 2.5.45-46) challenging Sir Toby and provoking his rivalry. The imagined private 

room with a couch, communicating sexual innuendo and ownership of a rich wife by 

Malvolio, depicts social differentiation, revealing pertinently the nature, use, and idea of the 

private space at Malvolio’s social level.  Also, in Mac. Act 1, Scene 6, the building façade of 

Inverness castle has been deliberately emphasized, and the characters comment on its 

architectural details.  Banquo says the ‘loved mansionry,’ (Mac. 1.6.5) has the ‘jutty,’ (Mac. 

1.6.6) ‘frieze’ (Mac. 1.6.6) ‘buttress’ (Mac. 1.6.7) built on it, and on these features, the 

martlet ‘hath made his pendent bed’ (Mac. 1.6.8) or nests that look like the pendent, which is 

an architectural term for the triangular structure between the roof and beam of a medieval 

tower. In fact, the range of architectural images in Shakespeare’s plays are wide and varied. 

This dissertation is thus also about the way specific built forms are used and reused in the 

plays.  I will deal with how Shakespeare makes his characters interact emotionally, 

practically, even technically with the ‘resources’ of buildings in order to attain dramatic 

effects. Through exploring the interplay between architecture and dramatic actions, I hope to 

present an original, systematic treatment of Shakespeare’s architectural imagination, 

indicating the ways in which an architectural lens might prove insightful for literary criticism, 

offering a fresh, new way of exploring Shakespeare’s plays. 

Chapter Outline  

The thesis consists of inter-related chapters covering the following topics: possible 

sources of Shakespearean architectural images, analyses of selected architectural imagery and 

architectural representation in Mac., and Ham., and his versatile deployment of architecture.  

I set the scene, in Chapters One and Two by studying the sites and buildings that may be 

associated with Shakespeare.  Janet Donohoe has written about the phenomenological 

relationship between memory and place: ‘Memory is reconceived as a many-layered 

palimpsest of association in conjunction with a similarly many-layered palimpsest of places 
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upon which are written our history, traditions, experiences and ideas.’25 ‘Places write 

themselves upon memory just as memory writes itself upon place.’ 26 Thus, ‘the house, the 

yard, the neighborhood’ or the ‘gravesites of ancestors’ have been ‘imbued with memory and 

the aura of such places connects us with the past and tradition,’27 asserts Donohoe. I will 

inspect architectural information that includes the history of buildings, building signage and 

names, physical appearance, functions, rooms and mode of access.  In these two chapters, I 

will attempt to demonstrate the relevance of buildings and architectural features by mapping 

architectural information on to the physical details that may be found in the examined plays 

of Shakespeare.  I will also suggest connections between the time of composition of specific 

plays by Shakespeare and his encounter with specific buildings. By way of considering the 

chronology of his writing in reference to his architectural encounter, I hope to create an 

architecturally-oriented biography that lays out the range of buildings seen by him in various 

stages of his life, generating an architectural landscape that may suggest his interest with 

buildings and possible source of architectural imagery. The inspiration for this move comes 

from Peter Zumthor’s Thinking Architecture, in which he states that architectural experiences 

are ‘the reservoirs of the architectural atmospheres and images’ of architectural creations. 28 

According to him, architectural memories are influential in the process of creating 

architecture because the recollections of previous architectural encounters are projected onto 

created buildings.  An architecturally-oriented biography of Shakespeare may thus suggest 

various possible ways in which the dramatist’s architectural experience shapes the creation of 

characters and their perception of buildings.   

In Chapter Three, I examine selected architectural images across Shakespeare’s plays, 

identifying and comparing his architectural deployment to show the versatility of his method. 

As has been mentioned earlier, a key activity in creating buildings is laying out structures 

using different shapes and materials.  There are a range of possibilities in which physical 

elements of buildings may be configured to achieve desired effects, which may be achieved 

by adopting different methods of arranging built forms and materials, generating various 

functional or aesthetical effects. In the context of thematic creation in Shakespeare’s plays, 

architectural elements may serve as a kind of communication system through denotation or 

                                                           
25 Donohoe, J. Remembering Places: A Phenomenological Study of the Relationship between Memory and 

Place, London: Lexington, 2014, 11. 
26 Ibid. 
27 Ibid. 
28 Peter Zumthor is 2009 Pritzer Architecture Prize laureate, the highest recognition for architects.  See Zumthor, 

P, Thinking Architecture, Basel: Birkhauser, 2006, 10. 
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correlation.  By associating architectural roles, functions, properties and practice with actions, 

buildings may make suggestions about depicted characters or the dramatic world in which 

characters live. I hope to show ways in which different built forms have been modified or 

adapted across the plays, presenting Shakespeare’s free and imaginative representation of 

buildings in this chapter.  My research methodology includes gathering architectural images 

and placing them in their appropriate groups, analyzing the images according to their 

functions, and exploring the interaction between architecture and actions to demonstrate 

pattern of use. In this way, I can discuss, evaluate and interpret how Shakespeare regards the 

individual architectural elements and how he makes specific use of them as he represents his 

thematic concerns.  

To give a coherent presentation of Shakespeare’s created country houses for this 

chapter, I will structure the sequence of my discussion as if following the path of a visiting 

person to a real country house. Starting from outside the gatehouse, he or she will arrive 

through the arrival court into the entrance porch.  From the porch, s/he will meander through 

an indoor concourse on the ground floor that has the great hall as the main circulation space.  

From the grand staircase on the ground floor, the visitor will move up to another concourse, 

the state apartment.  Simulating the experience of walking the site is a useful process for 

attempting to retrace the steps of an Elizabethan visitor; reimagining Elizabethan experiences 

of the country house may help us understand how the experiences might influence 

Shakespeare’s portrayal of domestic space. The process involves the consideration of the 

person’s relationship with the house in question, encapsulated in Catherine Richardson’s 

pertinent question, ‘How have you been imagining yourself?’ when entering such a house. 29 

Richardson writes that when in the house ‘Whether you go upstairs, or outside, and how you 

go, will depend upon who you are.’30 For example, if you are the ‘testator’s wife, in need of 

friends to intervene in your husband’s testament on your behalf,’ you might ‘sit in the hall in 

unbearably painful isolation and exclusion.’ If you are the servant ‘called from the hall where 

you were tending your fire to fetch the necessities of the deathbed, you might rush, be 

troubled, barely pausing to notice these familiar surroundings.’  And if you are a head of this 

household, retired for a while from advising your kinsman the testator, ‘pause to reflect upon 

the disjunctures of death in a hall.’ 31 All the above actions involve different kinds of 

                                                           
29 Richardson, C. Domestic Life and Domestic Tragedy in Early Modern England, Manchester: Manchester UP, 

2006, 3. 
30 Ibid. 
31 Ibid. 
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representation of the household through ‘tales about its spaces.’ 32 It is these kind of ‘tales’ 

that I want to correlate with the experiences and perceptions of Shakespeare’s characters for 

this chapter.  

In Chapter Four, I examine selected scenes in Mac. in detail, reconstructing castles 

and their internal spaces with the help of architectural and historical evidence alongside 

textual evidence.  Sanders has written that country estates are a useful starting point for the 

examination of spatial dynamics of early modern households, which have been described as 

‘communities in their own right, often possessing their own ‘playing spaces and 

micropolitics.’33 Mac. is set in Scotland in the early Middle Ages, during which time 

feudalism, which is a decentralised system of government, existed where lords and nobles 

had significant power over the area they lived due to the holding of land. I will examine how 

buildings in the play help to portray themes pertaining to feudalism, depicting the balance of 

power between the King and the lords, a political interaction based upon loyalty and rewards. 

Actions in the drama that capitalize on the particular tensions set off by architectural setting, 

spatial aesthetics and estate management will immediately bring in the notion of habitus that 

includes hospitality, power and patronage. Rooms and their physical features such as the long 

gallery and the various private chambers are considered potent because they are capable of 

enacting wealth, knowledge and comfort. In this chapter, I will show that an emphasis on 

loyalty and conscience as Macbeth struggles to usurp the throne is communicated with the 

help of architecture and household space, suggesting ways in which literary, spatial and 

architectural ideas operate in Shakespeare’s creation.   

The above subject relating to architecture in Mac. is also explored in Chapter Five, 

which investigates Ham..  Elsinore castle is the architectural focal point of the action of 

usurpation and treason in this play, but although this chapter, as in the previous one, 

examines the presentation of architecture and characters’ exploitation of/response to castles’ 

spaces, specificities of architectural strategy found in the two plays will be compared to give 

an initial idea of the pattern of use by Shakespeare.  The thesis’ particular interests in the 

subject of characters’ perceived environment means that I will explore created built forms 

with reference to the presentation of contexts, characters’ emotion and their causal factors 

pertaining to plots in this chapter. Accordingly. I will focus my attention on the following 
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33 Ibid, 101. 
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roles that architecture plays: as presentation of scenes for stories; as event markers; as 

presentation of characters’ imagined space, and their states of mind. 

Chapter Six builds upon the previous chapters to illustrate the governing paradigms 

concerning Shakespeare’s architectural deployment. Richardson has written that ‘meaning 

might run up and around material things like mice across bookshelves, making connections in 

rather different places to the ones we -- less versed in materiality and with weaker memories -

- are accustomed to looking.’34 In this chapter, I examine Shakespeare’s presentation of 

buildings as if they are a human face which is capable of giving an almost infinite number of 

expressions and emotions -- through the versatile face’s ‘building blocks’ or ‘materials,’ 

which comprise the muscles, nose, eyes, and mouth. These materials are akin to a built 

structure’s ‘building blocks’ -- rooms as well as their constituents, the roof, the walls, the 

windows, and the floors. In examining characters’ delivered architectural imagery as well as 

its created multiple meanings, this chapter attempts to grapple with the question of 

Shakespeare’s method of delivering architecture in his plays. 

The overall design of my research is therefore, first, to present factual information 

pertaining to Shakespeare’s encounter with buildings and the built environment by 

constructing Shakespeare’s architecturally-oriented biography. Along with common practice 

in medieval and Renaissance England, some of the information is then applied to the usage of 

individual facets of room space for Shakespeare’s presented homes.  Here I will examine 

architectural representation across his plays, looking at how form and function of examined 

items react or adapt to different needs in the plays. In the next stage, my analytical focus will 

be upon the architectural representation in Mac. and Ham. in order to investigate how 

essential elements of architecture have been used to build actions and themes in the plays. 

This move will help to locate architecture as an independent investigative entity that helps 

facilitate the delivering of dramatic ideas.  This leads to the final stage in which I argue that 

Shakespeare makes flexible and imaginative use of the particulars of architecture in 

constituting and conveying meaning. In this way I hope to bring together architectural, 

biographical and textual evidence to produce a systematic treatment of Shakespearean 

architectural thinking.  My approach that sees Shakespeare’s created built spaces as potent 

objects for analysis is in line with the current move in Shakespeare studies initiated by 

Richardson that looks at material culture, i.e. artefacts and architecture as evidence of culture 

                                                           
34 Richardson, C, Shakespeare and Material Culture, 2011, Oxford: Oxford UP, 193. 
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for the exploration of themes and actions.  As Richardson has usefully put it, artefacts and 

architecture, as objects, represent ‘a social unit […] which is also a recognizable ritual of 

offstage life, and these units are powerful imaginative triggers for an audience.’35 

Considering ‘the way things formed a part of the linguistic texture of space’ is according to 

her, a ‘richly experiential way of coming to terms with the plays of Shakespeare.’36 

Richardson has examined, for example, objects such as the ‘armchair’ among many other 

household items, in connection with Gertrude’s closet to infer meaning in Ham..37 Material 

culture looks at available physical objects including built spaces, and my method, which 

explores architecture as an object of attention may be seen as a subspecialty within the field 

of material culture.  Finally, my approach of considering themes as partly shaped by depicted 

buildings may also be linked to architects’ art of creating appearance for buildings  -- 

Shakespeare, like a ‘Chief architect and plotter’ (Tit.5.3.121) at work, manipulates 

architecture through artful process to articulate social differentiation for his plays.  

Original Contribution to Knowledge 

 By providing a sustained, systematic treatment of Shakespeare’s architectural 

allusion, this thesis makes an original contribution in expanding knowledge regarding his 

deployment of architecture in the service of his plays.  The contribution can be explained in 

four areas.  First, offering an architectural lens as a new tool for interpreting Shakespeare’s 

plays; understanding more about Shakespeare’s encounter with real buildings through a 

process of constructing an architecturally-oriented biography; expanding knowledge about 

buildings in Shakespeare’s texts; and finally, illuminating the ways contemporary buildings 

influence the presentation of buildings in his plays. 

My research explores the idea that the environment in which Shakespeare lived, as 

well as buildings with strong associations with him may furnish us clues regarding his created 

buildings in his plays.  But I must say that the notion of ‘clues’ needs to be used with some 

care.  It is not my intention to make use of these buildings or sites and say unequivocally that 

certain buildings have been found to be present in Shakespeare’s plays. For my thesis, I 

would like to make use of the anthropomorphic view suggested by Tim Ingold to delimit the 

notion of ‘clues’ -- that there is a rather fundamental, philosophical circularity regarding the 

idea that cultural knowledge may be conveyed by means of its encoding in material 
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36 Ibid, 5. 
37 Ibid, 99-101. 
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symbols.38 In my case where the subject of study is Shakespearean buildings, since the 

playwright did not explain his own thinking about architecture, it would mean that looking 

into his encountered buildings as an alternative source of evidence becomes a next best, or 

necessary alternative, for interpreting architectural allusions or messages.  This mode of 

enquiry -- built environments as points of reference for architectural vocabularies -- finds 

support in the works of Shakespeare’s biographers such as Peter Ackroyd, who writes about 

how Shakespeare may have acquired, among other specialist vocabularies, floral terms.  

According to Ackroyd,  

[…] the natural world seems to impinge so directly upon him [Shakespeare] […] The flowers 

of his plays are native to the soil from which he came […] He uses the local names for the 

flowers of the meadow, such as Ophelia’s crow-flowers and Lear’s cuckoo-flowers; he uses 

the Warwickshire word for the pansy, love-in-idleness […]39     

  

Yet arguably, my approach of exploring actual buildings to help to extract architectural 

information from dramatic allusions presupposes that I have involved the selected buildings 

as ‘clues,’ and hence in matching actual buildings with buildings in the drama, I might be 

accused of purposively picking the best match and not the exact match as evidence of claims.  

How could one say with certainty that certain architectural images in the plays refer to the 

actual buildings even though the images fit the appearance of these sites?  

 My contention for the above is that firstly, as Graham Holderness has said, data 

through which we attempt to retrieve Shakespeare’s life is mostly public in nature. ‘There 

remains not a single letter, or diary entry or reported conversation […] documenting 

Shakespeare’s oral disposition,’ says Holderness. 40 Yet it is precisely because we cannot 

adequately explain our way back to Shakespeare’s architectural thinking since too much has 

been lost or is yet to be retrieved, that it is beneficial for us to explore the many architectural 

‘clues’ (offered by the real buildings) available as alternative, enabling materials for the sake 

of reassembling and reconstructing more of Shakespeare’s architectural creations. Secondly, 

and perhaps more importantly, as I attend to architecture -- both in the drama and the real 

buildings -- my task involves the process of discovering messages that lie within them.  To 

assist me in this task, I look for a set of hints very much like the process in a DNA 

examination in which physical evidence such as blood and hair as well as situations are 

                                                           
38 Ingold, T, The Perception of the Environment, NY: Routledge, 2000, 22. 
39 Ackroyd, P. Shakespeare: The Biography, London: Vintage, 2005, 31 
40 Ibid, 2. 

ATTENTION: The Singapore Copyright Act applies to the use of this document. Library and Information Services Centre, National Institute of Education.



27 
 

identified and compared with the parent sample.  As in any sampling process, the power of 

the approach lies in the close- and cross-matching of a series of facts. In this thesis, 

architectural allusions will not only be compared against identified details of real buildings, 

but also against other factual information such as the time of dramatic composition, 

architectural encounters, and other interconnections between allusions and real buildings. I 

hope that the more samples and evidence I gather and examine, the more illuminating I can 

be in analyzing specific themes in Shakespeare’s plays. And through these clues, I hope to 

string together disparate strands of evidence to give a general indication of Shakespeare’s 

architectural experience and creation.  

 This thesis’ target audience are primarily Shakespeare scholars, biographers and 

archivists; they may find the contents useful for Shakespeare studies and criticism. School 

teachers of all levels may find the architectural reconstruction beneficial for teaching 

Shakespeare’s drama.  I also think that professionals doing work related to the production of 

Shakespearean films, television or theatrical performances, may find my architectural 

discoveries refreshing and illuminating.   

Fairchild and De Sousa 

My interdisciplinary approach that brings together biographical, architectural and 

dramatic evidence is distinctive. While there have been notable and recent contributions to 

our understanding of Shakespeare’s architectural images, structured and sustained treatments 

of his architectural allusion examining characters’ experienced real space, including building 

access, estate management and control, and what these might bring to bear upon the 

impression regarding habitation, power and authority is rare.  Rather, concerns are primarily 

focussed on messages that static architectural images give, or the symbolism of images. Roy 

Eriksen’s The Building in the Text: Alberti to Shakespeare and Milton, has examined the 

appearance of architectural terms on an ekphrasis in 2H4, discussing the effect of the 

distribution of the terms on the passage.  Analyzing phrases such as ‘to build,’ ‘draw the 

model,’ ‘figure of the house,’ as units of structure for Bardolph’s speech (2H4 1.3.36-62), he 

demonstrates that there is a kind of spatial symmetry in the appearance of the ekphrasis, thus 

constituting a system of underlying relations in the speech.41 Bardolph’s speech is the only 

passage analyzed by Eriksen, and unfortunately for this thesis, this kind of analysis that does 

                                                           
41 See Eriksen, R. Building in the Text: From Alberti to Shakespeare and Milton, Pennsylvania State UP, 2001, 

1-8. 
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not address the issue of architectural form does not offer much of a springboard for 

discussion on characters’ experience of their built environment.   

At the same time, it would be fair to say that the country houses that are associated 

with Shakespeare occupy only a marginal role in Fairchild’s 1937 Shakespeare and the Arts 

of Design: Architecture, Sculpture and Painting (henceforth Shakespeare’s Arts), a book that 

catalogues and discusses a range of images of objects that include that of architecture, which 

are carefully grouped together according to their function in buildings in order to ‘form a 

composite of each of the principal forms.’42 Fairchild writes that knowing the ‘outline of 

background’ of the art of architectural design allows us to ‘see in true perspective, many, 

perhaps most’ of Shakespearean architectural images. 43 Yet he also says ‘it is not possible to 

determine precisely what Shakespeare saw of the older architecture or what he observed as 

the new form arose.’44 The exact nature regarding Fairchild’s ‘composite picture’ is thus hazy 

due to the claimed insufficient material evidence relating to Shakespeare’s architectural 

experience. 

In view of the accessibility of the modern retrieval of historical and architectural 

evidence, such as those maintained by the Shakespeare Birthplace Trust (SBT), and projects 

for digital reconstruction of physical fabric of early modern London such as the Map of Early 

Modern London (MoEML), there is scope for an update of the knowledge and understanding 

of Shakespeare’s experience with buildings.45 The Trust acquired and restored many 

Shakespearean properties between 1847 and 1982, maintaining a wide range of sites related 

to Shakespeare such as the Birthplace, New Place, the Guild Buildings (which comprise the 

Guild Chapel, the Guild Hall and the Grammar School), Shakespeare’s house in Stratford-

upon-Avon, the town of Shakespeare’s formative years,46 Anne Hathaway’s (Shakespeare’s 

wife) cottage in Shottery (about a mile from Stratford), and Mary Arden’s (Shakespeare’s 

                                                           
42 Fairchild, 9. 
43 Fairchild, 7, 9. 
44 Ibid, 9. 
45 The districts of London as Shakespeare knew them are difficult to pinpoint because the 1666 Great Fire 

destroyed the heart of the Tudor England capital. It is fortunate that in 2015, a digitised version of Agas map 

was published by the University of Victoria, Canada. The new version, known as MoEML, or Map of Early 

Modern London, is very useful for the spatial appreciation of London in Shakespeare’s time because it enables 

one to navigate the city through an interactive medium that captures details of buildings, streets, monuments, 

marketplaces, and urban fixtures. 
46 The SBT was set up to ‘maintain and preserve the Shakespeare birthplace properties for the benefit of the 

nation’ and to ‘promote on every part of the world the appreciation and study of the plays and other works of 

William Shakespeare and the general advancement of Shakespearian knowledge.’ See Shakespeare Birthplace, 

&C., Trust Act, 1961, 9&10 Eliz. 2 Ch. Xxxviii, 5. 
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mother) house in Wilmcote (about 4 miles from Stratford). On the other hand, the MoEML, 

which depicts the urban environment such as administrative buildings, streets and jetties, 

churches, and neighborhoods, enables us to visualize the physical environment in which 

Shakespeare inhabited, worked and travelled. As with the buildings of SBT, it provokes 

questions concerning Shakespeare’s representation of reality for his plays. Together with the 

significant, recent discovery of Shakespeare’s own Globe (1989) as well as the theatre’s 

subsequent rebuilding (in 1997 by the Shakespeare’s Globe Trust) near its original site, and 

other archaeological evidence concerning theatrical venues such as the Rose, the Curtain and 

the Bankside animal-baiting arenas, these sites may reveal a lot about the type of built forms 

seen by him, enabling us to understand more about spaces that Shakespeare once lived and 

worked in.   

A corollary of biographical ignorance is factual inaccuracy about the documented 

person, which may have profound implications for the interpretation of his or her work.  An 

instance can be found in Fairchild’s discussion about the possible source of the medieval 

painting, the ‘Dance of Death’ in Jn.. Fairchild suggests that Shakespeare ‘may have heard 

about the painting of the Dance of Death in the chapel of the “pardon church yard” of St Paul; 

but he did not see it, since this chapel […] was pulled down in 1540.’47 However, subsequent 

to Fairchild’s claim, in 1955, archaeologist Wilfrid Puddephat discovered remnants of the 

painting in Stratford Guild Chapel and subsequently recovered the full extent of the original 

painting within.48 The fresco was large, measuring about thirty feet by six feet, and was 

painted beneath the north wall in the chapel’s nave, allowing the details of the painting to be 

examined at eye level. Adjoining the school that Shakespeare had attended, the Guild Chapel 

faced directly his New Place. Shakespeare would have been very familiar with the large 

painting, not least because there were communal prayers and other acts of worship that might 

have taken place in the chapel as each school day began and ended its sessions.49   

                                                           
47 Fairchild, 106. 
48 For the survival of the painting in Shakespeare’s day, see Giles, K, et al, ‘Visualising the Guild Chapel, 

Stratford-upon-Avon: Digital Models as Research Tools in Buildings Archaeology,’ Internet Archaeology, (32), 

doi: 10.11141/ia.32.1, 2012, http://intarch.ac.uk/journal/issue32/1/4.6.html, accessed on 26 Sept. 2014 
49 See Mulryne, J.R, The Guild and Guild Buildings of Shakespeare’s Stratford, Surrey: Ashgate, 2013, 88.  

Although the whitewashing of the Chapel took place in the 1560s, not all images had been damaged under the 

supervision of John Shakespeare. Lois Potter wrote that the Dance of Death had survived the defacing and 

Shakespeare might have seen it.  See also Davidson, C., The Guild Chapel Wall Paintings at Stratford-upon-

Avon. NY: AMS Press, 1988, 4-5, Honan, P., Shakespeare: A Life, 2012, 9, and Gee, H and Hardy, W.H, 

Documents illustrative of English Church History, New York. 1896. 417-442.  
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The above-mentioned destruction of paintings and images in Stratford Chapel brings 

up the subject of Shakespeare’s view of iconoclasm, inviting the question regarding how the 

destruction impacted upon the representation of churches and chapels by him. Fairchild 

writes that the Reformation ‘opened the way to the gutting of church interiors, with almost 

wholesale destruction of stone altars, tombs, monuments, and images.’50 His discussion on 

Shakespeare’s depiction of defaced interior, recalled in one of his sonnets: ‘Bare ruined 

choirs’ (sonnet 73.4),  however, centered around subjects relating to religion, and did not 

adequately consider the defaced interior’s influence on the perception of churches and 

chapels by characters as building types. Interior defacing in chapels and churches was a 

significant event in Shakespeare’s life.  The possible impact of the interior destruction on the 

presentation of churches and chapels as built-forms deserves a detailed discussion on its own. 

The Chapel’s architecture and its connected allusions in Shakespeare’s drama will be 

discussed in detail in the next chapter. 

Other instances showing Fairchild’s insufficient understanding of Shakespeare’s 

encounter with buildings, limiting his interpretation of Shakespeare’s creation may be seen in 

his discussion of Ham.. In this play, the prince speaks figuratively of ‘this majestical roof 

fretted with golden fire’ (Ham. 2.2.254).  For Fairchild, the reference to the roof suggests the 

‘projecting ribs and decorated panels’ found in Elizabethan ceilings -- hammer-beam large 

roofs that have an intricate system of timber beams, arched braces and struts.51 His suggestion 

might be correct.  Hammer-beams were used as a prevailing structural form to support the 

roofs of large halls in country houses and palaces.  But if one considers the architecture of the 

Globe theatre, we will also be reminded of the said allusion. The Globe was the site that had 

staged many of Shakespeare’s plays and Shakespeare was its co-owner. The ceiling of its 

canopy contained colourful, elaborate wood panels adorned with carved braces. In view of 

these details, it is reasonable to suggest that the playwright alludes to the canopy ceiling of 

the theatre not only because the textual precision fits the description of the decorative ceiling, 

but also because the time of composing Ham. (1600) almost coincides with the opening of the 

Globe (1599).52 Treating the invoked built form as a space Shakespeare was familiar with 

                                                           
50 Fairchild, 30. 
51 Ibid, 21. 
52 The attribution of the reference, ‘this most excellent […] this brave o’erhanging firmament […]’ (2.2.282-

283) to the ceiling of the Globe is not novel.  Hugh Richmond for example suggested that the reference is to the 

underside of the Globe ceiling that was painted ‘astronomically and allegorically with […] figures of the 

Zodiac.’ See Richmond, H.M, Shakespeare’s Theatre, London: Continuum, 2005 85.  Richmond’s suggestion 

is, however, more on the basis of visual representation and not Shakespeare’s architectural experience. 
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rather than as a more public space of large halls as suggested by Fairchild, adds an extra 

dimension -- the introduction of reality due to architectural perception -- to our interpretation 

of Shakespeare’s creation. In the play, Hamlet says, ‘this most excellent canopy […] appears 

no other thing to me than a foul and pestilent congregation of vapours,’ (Ham. 2.2.255) 

connecting his own madness to the ‘canopy.’ Readers of the play would understand that the 

Globe’s ceiling served only as a direct common reference point for the engagement of 

attending audience.  They would most likely understand that the realism -- which may be 

distinguished from character’s perceived reality -- offered by Shakespeare was only part of 

his dramatic manoeuvre aimed at engaging the audience, who would see the ceiling and hear 

the allusion at the same time.  

And yet the following examples concerning the dramatic allusions to castle courtyards 

will show more clearly that interpretations that have not adequately taken account of 

knowledge about built forms may lead to dangerous assumptions regarding Shakespeare’s 

architectural allusions. In R2, the King’s castle has a ‘base court’ (R2 3.3.181). The basic 

architectural shape of castles had only one enclosed, central courtyard that was quadrangular, 

and in such an arrangement, living quarters surrounded the open court. However, castles may 

have more than one quadrangle, forming a series of courtyards.  The first courtyard that a 

medieval visitor would come upon would be the outer court, or the ‘base court.’  In Act 3, 

Scene 3 of the play, Richard says, 

In the base court: base court where kings grow base,    

 To come at traitors’ calls, and do them grace.     

 In the base court, come down: down court, down King,         (R2 3.3.179-181) 

Functionally, the base-court supported the ancillary facilities of the castle and belonged to the 

domain of the lower servants, whereas the inner court served the apartment. While a multiple-

court form may serve as a model for Richard’s castle, it is dangerous to assume that 

Shakespeare has adopted this built form as a fixed model for his castles in the plays, a claim 

made by Fairchild.  Relying on the allusion to the ‘base court’ in R2, Fairchild claims that it 

is this type of house that is ‘evidently background memories for Shakespeare.’53 He also 

asserts that ‘[at] Inverness, it is in the first court, within the castle itself, that Banquo and 

Fleance appear (Act 2, Scene 1) and later (Act 2, Scene 2), Macbeth and Lady Macbeth; and 

it is here that Lady Macbeth hears the knocking at the ‘south entry’ (Mac. 2.2.64).54 There is, 

                                                           
53 Fairchild, 11. 
54 Ibid. 
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in fact, no evidence in the text informing us that these two characters appear specifically in a 

‘base court.’ It is more likely that Shakespeare was dynamically shifting from one model to 

another.  As I will demonstrate in Chapter Four that explores Mac., rather than focussing on 

whether the castle is made of one or multiple courtyards, exploring the form and function of 

the courtyard and looking at the logic of the use of this space and the spatial quality that it 

injects to the scenes in conjunction with the building of theme and tension may perhaps yield 

more result for the analysis of Shakespeare’s architectural representation. 

The danger of Fairchild’s above claim that lies in assuming a fixed and rigid 

architectural form as a basis in order to locate actions means precluding other architectural 

possibilities in Shakespeare’s other plays. As has been discussed, architecture, as an art form, 

encompasses the literal and the abstract.  The idea that the design of country houses 

importantly considers the owners’ intention to display his wealth and authority implies the 

designers’ consideration of utilizing architectural form and function so that the houses are 

distinguished from their more modest neighbours.  Hence it may be said that architecture may 

serve as a tool that articulate social differentiations, building up the sense of identity.  

Fairchild’s approach militates against the idea that a variety of forms and functions may be 

attached to the use of architectural forms from which Shakespeare may draw freely for his 

creations.  Such a notion of creativity and flexibility is, unfortunately, not suggested in 

Fairchild’s Shakespeare’s Arts. As a result, the book yields architectural images that seem 

purposively standard and stock, resembling more a catalogue, or a glossary of architectural 

terms for features typically found in country houses.  In the case of the gatehouse, Fairchild 

accumulates the following references: 

‘Master, shall I be porter at the gate?’ (Err. 2.2.214)    

 ‘Madam, there is alighted at your gate / A young Venetian’ (MV 2.9.85-86)  

 ‘What is he at the gate, cousin?’  (TN 1.5.94)       

 ‘I heard you / were saucy at my gates,’  (TN 1.5.158-159)   

 ‘Make me a cabin at your gate, And call upon my soul within the house,’   

        (TN 1.5.222-223) 

 ‘The poor mechanic porters crowding in / Their heavy burdens at this narrow  

  gate,’ (H5. 1.2.200-201)       

     

Making references to the layout of the Elizabethan country house which had a separate 

gatehouse at a considerable distance from the house proper, Fairchild claims that since the 

gate stood ‘some fifty or a hundred yards from the house itself,’ most of Shakespeare’s 

ATTENTION: The Singapore Copyright Act applies to the use of this document. Library and Information Services Centre, National Institute of Education.



33 
 

references to ‘gates’ are ‘apparently to the gatehouse.’55 Though Fairchild explains, factually, 

that Elizabethan gatehouses were ‘survivals from the fortified structure of earlier days and 

were retained chiefly for the sake of appearance,’ and that they were large enough to provide 

accommodation for the porter and his family, his explanation that stops at the clarification for 

the term is not adequate in illuminating Shakespeare’s idea about gatehouses. 56 It would have 

been more advantageous to investigate, for example, the sense of outdoor suffering as against 

indoor comfort or the sense of living by owners in the house vis-à-vis servants in gatehouses.  

An examination of gatehouses in the plays, considering not only the visual and physical 

aspects, but also characters’ varied experiences with and responses to these structures may 

perhaps be usefully developed to shed light on Shakespeare’s textual use of this structure.    

Drawing chiefly from explicit architectural terms for the catalogued images, 

Fairchild’s method thus results in a reductive trend for the ‘composite picture’ that he seeks 

to recover.  This is primarily because the method does not permit other sensorial forms for 

retrieving dramatic architectural spaces. Attending to explicit architectural references for the 

discussion of architectural images potentially limits the access to other relevant allusions that 

have been made through other forms of suggestions.  Juhani Pallasmaa has usefully 

articulated for us the limitation of such a literal approach: 

Experiencing architecture is multi-sensory; qualities of space, matter and scale are 

measured together by the eye, ear, nose, skin, tongue, skeleton and muscle.  

Architecture strengthens one’s sense of being in the world […]. Instead of mere 

vision, or the five classical senses, architecture involves several realms of sensory 

experience which interact and fuse into each other.57 

                 

In fact, there are a number of potent domestic rooms that Fairchild fails to identify and 

inspect in Shakespeare’s Arts. For example, crucial aristocratic spaces such as the 

withdrawing room, the great chamber, and the closet are largely ignored in Shakespeare’s 

Arts.  These rooms are private, exclusive spaces normally found only in great houses, and as 

mentioned previously, may articulate class differentiation. Fairchild has not located the great 

chamber and the closet in Shakespeare’s plays although ‘closet’ appears in Lr (3.3.11), Ham. 

(e.g. 3.2.293), Tit. (3.2.81), and the existence of both rooms is inferable in Mac. Act 5, Scene 

1, which will be discussed in Chapter Four. Fairchild’s statement that ‘The dais, a second 

feature of the hall, is not mentioned’ is misleading because the feature has been implied in, 

                                                           
55 Fairchild, 9. 
56 Ibid. 
57 Pallasmaa, J., The Eyes of the Skin: Architecture and the Senses, Chichester: Wiley, 2005, 41. 
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for example, Mac.’s chair of ‘state’ (Mac. 3.4.4).58 A number of private architectural spaces 

have actually been represented through suggestive expressions by Shakespeare.  These 

expressions include, ‘asleep’ (Mac. 1.7.61) which may suggest the presence of a bedroom; 

‘washing,’ (Mac. 5.1.25) a latrine; ‘above’ (Err. 2.2.204) or ‘descended’ (Mac. 2.2.19) for 

rooms or lobbies upstairs.  Fairchild’s method of recovering architectural images is thus 

severely limited in its scope and extent.  It would have been more fruitful to access 

architectural information in the plays through a more thorough search that included portrayed 

senses and emotions in order to explore architectural creation more fully. 

 Finally, Fairchild writes that the English country house is ‘hospitable, inviting, and 

attractive -- a fit setting for a gentleman and an implied compliment to its occupant and its 

invited guest.’59 In Shakespeare’s Arts, it is unfortunately unclear how elite living in country 

houses has been documented or commented upon in the plays. Fairchild says that Elizabethan 

great halls are the ‘principal room of the house and the center of family life’ but negates their 

ceremonial importance, even presence, in Shakespeare’s drama. 60 ‘Allusions to the hall are 

not frequent and only occasionally are they specific,’ suggests Fairchild. 61 For him, halls in 

Shakespeare’s plays are mainly for indicating a location, as he observes their references in 

MV, ‘That light we see is burning my hall.’ (MV 5.1.8); in Tro., ‘Let us to Priam’s hall,’ (Tro. 

3.1.126); in Rom., ‘A hall! A hall! Give room, and foot it, girls,’ (Rom. 1.5.24); and in Ham., 

‘I will walk here in the hall’ (Ham. 5.2.140). While the locational role of the hall in the above 

references is true, adopting a location-orientated approach ignores the semiotic significance 

that a great hall carries. It would be useful if the function of the great hall as a dedicated 

space that displays power and prestige could be considered alongside architectural tradition, 

myth and ceremony, so as to illumine how the lifeworld of the elite in the plays has been 

imaginatively constructed. 

Fairchild’s ‘composite picture’ approach therefore commits Shakespeare’s houses in 

his plays to a fixed form, setting them in stone, discouraging further imaginative or 

contextual interpretations of Shakespearean architectural creation. This is very unlikely to be 

a true reflection of the playwright’s idea about architecture.  I do not mean to denigrate 

Fairchild’s scholarship: writing in 1937 he did not have access to either the major 

                                                           
58 Fairchild, 15. 
59 Ibid, 1. 
60 Ibid, 5. 
61 Ibid, 14. 
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archaeological discoveries, technology or scholarship available to us a century later, but to 

emphasize that having an incomplete picture of all the facts of Shakespeare’s life that 

scholarship and other means have yielded up to the present day will mean that our 

understanding of Shakespeare’s creation will also be more misleadingly incomplete than 

needs to be the case.  Shakespeare’s first play, was written around 1589 and his last play, in 

1614.  As I will show in the chapters that follow, Shakespeare’s architectural language 

generates a demonstrable pattern when he conceives of buildings creatively and freely. In the 

thesis, I will address the question regarding the relationship between the real buildings and 

those imaginatively created, bringing his architectural creation into sharper focus.  My 

approach also agrees with the micro-history practised by James Shapiro, who has examined 

how physical environments may have impacted upon some of the plays of Shakespeare.  

Shapiro’s approach proves illuminating for reading these plays. For him, lines in H8 (e.g. 

‘You must no more call it York Place -- that’s past’) (4.1.98) on the name change for 

Whitehall alludes to its identity that was ‘subject to royal whim, its history easily rewritten.’62 

Also, images of crop failure and deforestation upon the English landscape may be linked to a 

passage in MND (2.1.90-96).  And yet AYL depicts journeys through the Forest of Arden, 

which is ‘rural’ and a ‘realistic and contemporary setting.’63 These images are ‘naturalistic’ 

and enacts ‘realism’ for AYL due to the nostalgic feeling they impart.64 According to Shapiro, 

Rosalind’s journey through it may have been inspired by Shakespeare’s own journey between 

Stratford and London.   

In considering places of Shakespeare’s memory, lived places of the dramatist such as 

the attic of his Birthplace, his grammar school, or his church -- building sites which I will 

explore in Chapters Two and Three -- are potent architectural spaces for our exploration since 

these were places where, as a child, Shakespeare would have gone habitually, daily, or 

weekly.  As an adult, he might have recalled his classroom, the narrow space of his home 

attic, or the time when he made prayers at his chapel since these kinds of spaces contain 

memories.  Shakespeare may have been inspired by such memories when creating places or 

buildings for his drama although the created built spaces through memories may diverge from 

hard historical reality. If one were to return to such places, spaces such as attic rooms may 

seem narrower than they had been when he or she was a child, although the sense of attic 

                                                           
62 Shapiro, J.  A Year in the Life of William Shakespeare. NY: HarperCollins. 2006, 24.  
63 Ibid, 241. 
64 Ibid, 204. 
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space remains the same. Granting this, Fairchild’s sidestepping of specific, intimate buildings 

that surrounded Shakespeare implies that potential clues that direct material or architectural 

evidence useful for disclosing information about Shakespeare’s architectural creation may not 

have been exploited in full. As the above has shown, Fairchild’s biographically modest 

approach of treating Shakespearean architectural allusion creates multifaceted problems, 

affecting the validity of his many claims. My method of study hopes to contribute to twenty-

first century Shakespearean criticism by exploring the above-mentioned understudied 

relationship between Shakespearean architectural memory and created landscape.   

In contrast to the fixed, rigid ‘composite picture’ of Shakespeare’s Arts, the more 

semiotically inclined At Home in Shakespeare’s Tragedies (Henceforth At Home) by Geraldo 

De Sousa in 2010, another book-length study on Shakespearean architecture, seeks to explore 

images that are ‘visually and emotionally vibrant, and thus reflect, define and support a 

powerful tragic narrative.’65 Focusing on four tragedies -- Mac., Lr, Oth. and Ham., -- At 

Home examines the interrelation between ‘tragic character and emplacement of action,’ 

claiming that their architectural images may lead to ‘an understanding of the place of the 

home in the tragic experience.’66 The book aims to understand Shakespeare’s plays through 

investigating the relationship between subjects and the material world that is constituted of 

‘the locations where the actions unfold, the houses where the characters live, and the spaces 

through which they journey.’67 De Sousa makes it plain that he readily attaches semiotic 

symbols and signs to Shakespeare’s architectural images.  Shakespeare is, as De Sousa says, 

‘interested in how architecture intertwines with habits of living and everyday life, whereby 

the house becomes a central and powerful symbol’ that mediates relationships between space 

and life. 68 

Although De Sousa makes strides in the notion of the complex interactions between 

people and architecture, there is a tendency in his argument suggesting that alluded buildings 

in the plays comprise only a symbolic move on Shakespeare’s part.  For example, in the 

analysis on Lr. De Sousa says that there is material difference between a fortified castle and 

an unfortified country house, in that the former is an obsolete ‘military fortress’ while the 

latter is a ‘human habitation.’69 He then claims that Lear’s house is a medieval castle whereas 

                                                           
65 De Sousa, At Home in Shakespeare’s Tragedies, Farnham: Ashgate, 2010, 11. 
66 Ibid. 
67 Ibid, 7. 
68 De Sousa, 12. 
69 Ibid. 
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Goneril’s is an early modern house for the mere reason that a castle represents the 

‘unflinchingly patriarchal household’ whereas the early modern country house, the ‘wider 

diversity of households, which, […] might be headed by women.’70 However, Fairchild’s 

claim that Lear’s house and Goneril’s house are two distinct building forms is not adequately 

backed up by textual evidence. Assigning Goneril’s house to an early modern house form 

simply because it is headed by a strong woman may not be a strong and convincing argument 

since as a strong woman, Goneril may still head a castle. De Sousa further claims that since a 

castle represents old patriarchal power, Lear’s failure to survive in his new housing condition 

lies in his inability ‘to negotiate the shift from the medieval castle to the early modern 

house.’71 He observes that in the new houses of Regan and Goneril, the father and the 

daughter ‘redefine and reconfigure their social relations and rules’ by asserting their newly 

acquired power. 72 According to De Sousa, King Lear is unable to make the transition from 

the old system to the newly reconfigured system.  ‘[A]s Lear’s palace vanishes, social 

relations and rules are thrust into turmoil and chaos,’ writes De Sousa, suggesting that Lear’s 

castle and the houses of Regan and Goneril are ‘competing spaces’ that ‘clarif[y] social roles 

and relations.’73 Thus, for De Sousa, architectural space ‘functions as an ‘abstract, unreal 

background that can be filled’74 and in which Shakespeare envisions actions.  

De Sousa’s argument above comprises two components.  With reference to Lear’s 

new housing condition after abdication, he says that ‘the house becomes a symbol for the 

radical reshuffling of the social order in the play.’75 This component relates to identifying the 

house as a lived space to attend to Lear’s new situation and the argument works well since, as 

De Sousa points out earlier, a house ‘offers shelter and protection; as home and centre of 

family life, it symbolizes security, continuity, and stability.’76 On the other hand, with respect 

to the resulting conflict with Lear’s daughter, De Sousa states that ‘architecture mingles with 

familial and political conflicts.’77 This argument is less successful because the said conflict 

has not been adequately discussed in relation to the architectural components constituting 

medieval, fortified castles or early modern country houses, much less the distinction between 

them.  As De Sousa has pointed out, houses have rooms that always have “four walls, a 
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72 Ibid, 36. 
73 Ibid. 
74 Ibid. 
75 Ibid, 43. 
76 Ibid, 1. 
77 Ibid. 
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ceiling, a floor, one or more windows and one or more doors.”78 Lear and Goneril may have 

their respective anxieties when the former moves into her house, and thus they may produce 

distinct responses to the house they live. In considering the semiotics that differing housing 

architecture may carry to explore domestic anxieties, De Sousa needs to offer an explanation 

regarding the ways in which the play relates to architectural components of the houses in 

which the King lives.  

De Sousa employs the same strategy in addressing Gloucester’s house, arguing that 

Lear’s ‘vanishing’ house throws social relations into turmoil, and that ‘[w]hat had begun in 

Lear’s palace continues under Gloucester’s roof.’79 According to De Sousa, in Gloucester’s 

house, ‘extraordinary upheaval, dislocation, and uprooting occur and take shape, as one by 

one Kent, Cordelia, the Fool, Lear, Edgar, and Gloucester leave their houses and, with the 

exception of Cordelia, have no place to go.’80 Relying solely on the idea of ‘unhoused 

condition,’ De Sousa revolves around a house’s basic function of providing shelter to claim 

that Lear’s disappearing castle symbolizes ‘a reshuffling of social order,’ offering insufficient 

detail as to how facets of architecture in the residence may be instrumental in creating the 

household conflict. 81 

By the same token, De Sousa’s analysis on Mac. centers around a King’s lack of a 

permanent home, and the connection between the change in housing conditions and 

components of houses is also inadequately examined. The tragedy of Macbeth occurs in his 

three different homes -- Inverness, Forres and Dunsinane.  De Sousa argues that Macbeth’s 

shifting from place to place suggests that after Macbeth and his wife have murdered Duncan, 

they ruin their home due to their guilt.  They ‘contaminate or pollute Inverness,’ ‘leave Forres 

haunted,’ and ‘empty out’ Dunsinane, writes De Sousa, contending that Inverness castle 

symbolises ‘a marital partnership dominated by Lady Macbeth.’82 Forres castle, on the other 

hand, represents the ‘independence’ of Macbeth, and yet Dunsinane castle reveals ‘the 

spectre of their former domestic life,’83 says De Sousa. While seeing these homes in terms of 

occupation and demolition may be a useful starting point in order to understand Macbeth’s 

ultimate downfall, unfortunately, as in his analysis of Lr., De Sousa’s contention fails to 

                                                           
78 Braudel, F. Capitalism and Material Life 1400-1800, Kochan, M, (trans.), NY: Harper & Row, 1973, 212, as 

quoted in De Sousa, 12 
79 De Sousa, 55 
80 Ibid. 
81 Ibid, 26. 
82 Ibid, 151. 
83 Ibid. 
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consider the many created rooms and their resultant spatial interactions that may help to 

expand and explain his theory more clearly.  Moreover, De Sousa’s analysis contains 

inaccurate understanding of the composition of the country house.  For example, in arguing 

for the play’s different treatment of public rooms between Inverness castle and Forres castle, 

De Sousa writes that at Inverness, ‘even the more public great hall, where Macbeth hosts a 

banquet for their royal guest and his entourage, remains off stage,’ whereas at Forres, the 

action is ‘revolving around the banquet hall.’ 84 Therefore, for De Sousa, the contrast between 

the ‘behind-the-scenes’ preparation (in Inverness) and the actual representation of banqueting 

in a hall (in Forres) suggests that Inverness is ‘an intimate space of dwelling,’ which contrasts  

with Forres that indicates ‘little intimacy or privacy between husband and wife.’85 It is 

noteworthy that while there is some merit in linking Macbeth’s occupation of different types 

of household rooms with the progression of his marriage, De Sousa’s argument regarding 

architectural practice that may not be fully accurate undermines his above claim. Although it 

can be assumed that the celebrative feasting scene at Forres happens in a ‘banquet hall,’ at 

Inverness, Duncan is actually greeted by a more personal dinner that is hosted by Lady 

Macbeth when he is immediately led to a procession of supper dishes in the ‘chamber’ (Mac. 

1.7.29) after he has entered the house in Mac. Act 1, Scene 7. 86 From the perspective of 

medieval architectural practice, it is likely that Shakespeare’s reference of ‘chamber’ in the 

scene is to the great chamber and not the great hall. Girouard writes that the great chamber of 

the lord was reserved for meeting with distinguished guests. Typically located on the upper 

level directly above the great hall of the castle, it is more private in nature, being part of the 

network of inner concourse that comprised the state rooms forming the ‘great apartment.’ 

According to Girouard, important guests were sometimes invited to dine in this room, and 

whether a dinner was to take place in the great hall or a great chamber depended on the nature 

of the dinner being arranged.87  In the case of Mac., the moment in which Duncan is received 

and entertained in the ‘chamber’ is accompanied by Macbeth’s purposeful avoidance and 

surveillance of Duncan from another room nearby, evoking the set of inter-connected 

rooms/suites or the sense of inner concourse that characterized the inner state rooms, and thus 

the great chamber may be inferred.  Presented related rooms in Mac. -- great hall (in Forres) 

                                                           
84 Ibid, 158. 
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86 See stage direction of 3.4, Bate and Rasmussen, 1889. 
87 Girouard, 52.  Girouard established that there was a 1384 instruction for a new building at the royal castle of 

Bamburgh for a ‘grande chamber,’ measuring 46 x 20 feet to be built on the first floor at the dais end of the 

ground-floor hall. 
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and great chamber (in Inverness) -- hosting different ceremonial meals may reflect the 

practice that important functions were not always held in the same living space. The great 

chamber, according to the social practice of this space as stated by Girouard, not only makes 

an appropriate and natural room in which to locate the action of receiving Duncan, but also 

more importantly, locating the above action in this room, which is within a more complex 

layout in the house as compared to a great hall, helps to infuse the scene with the atmosphere 

of intrigue, secrecy and surveillance.  

 

For the purpose of exploring the marital relationship between Macbeth and Lady 

Macbeth, it would perhaps be a more fruitful exercise if one were to examine room 

ownership in the house.  For example, at Inverness, Lady Macbeth, being Macbeth’s ‘dearest 

partner of greatness’ (Mac. 1.5.8) shares a room with her husband, as may be inferred in Lady 

Macbeth’s ‘retire we to our chamber’ (Mac. 2.2.63).  This line comes as Lady Macbeth urges 

Macbeth to wash his hands to get rid of the blood stains after he has just killed Duncan, and 

then they retire together, expressing the notion of shared destiny.  On the other hand, in Act 

3, Scene 2 at Dunsinane, Lady Macbeth sleeps in her own bedroom.  From her bedroom, she 

sends her servant to fetch Macbeth as he is not to be expected in this room: 

  LADY MACBETH    Say to the king, I would attend his leisure   

   For a few words.       

  SERVANT   Madam, I will.   (Mac. 3.2.2-4) 

De Sousa’s argument about the deterioration of the marital relationship would have a greater 

emphasis if the transition from a shared room to two separate rooms for the couple can be 

considered in relation to their change in marital relationship that is progressive.  

 De Sousa’s analyses of Oth. and Ham. again focus on the lack of a permanent home 

or the degeneration of owned houses.  He asserts that Othello has an ‘unhoused condition,’ 

saying Othello ‘has encountered many places of transit, but not found a place of residence.’88 

‘Shakespeare leaves the characters, alongside the play’s audience with unanswered questions 

about Othello’s roots, let alone the routes of Othello’s journey,’ states De Sousa. 89  Similarly 

for Ham., he argues that Shakespeare ‘creates reflection chambers to parallel Hamlet’s plight 

and echo chambers to reverberate the anguished, painful crisis not only of the ghost but also 

of Hamlet.’90 Unfortunately, crucial forms and functions of architecture have not been 

                                                           
88 De Sousa, 65. 
89 Ibid, 67. 
90 Ibid, 133 
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adequately discussed and material evidence regarding the constitution of these chambers is 

thin.  Are there great chambers, galleries, withdrawing chambers or other rooms that make 

Hamlet’s house a ‘prison house,’ which De Sousa says symbolises Hamlet’s tragic family? 91 

Consequently, one implication that the paucity of architectural details bears on De Sousa’s At 

Home, is that the book’s ambition of discovering ‘the locations where the actions unfold, the 

houses where the characters live, and the spaces through which they journey’ has been 

undermined.  More architectural elements need to be identified, understood and examined in 

order to explore buildings in Shakespeare’s plays more fully.   

 At the time of writing, Shakespeare’s Arts and At Home are the only two book-length 

texts that take on Shakespeare’s architectural representation.  Much terrain remains to be 

explored in order to illuminate Shakespeare’s architectural ideas.  My intention to research 

Shakespeare’s thinking, ambitious though it might sound, involves a more humble objective 

of trying to discover what more can be elicited concerning Shakespeare’s created 

architectural imagery.  By applying some of the latest thinking in material culture as well as 

exploiting the latest knowledge about Shakespeare’s architectural experience, I want to begin 

by attempting the following: first, recover his architectural images -- physical and emotional -

- and then generate some ideas about his related thinking. 
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Chapter One 

Shakespeare’s Architectural Encounter: The Stratford Phase 

 

Chapters One and Two consist of two analytical components.  Firstly, I want to give an 

outline of the buildings and places which are closely associated with Shakespeare.  Secondly, 

I want to argue that there is a demonstrable relationship between some of these buildings and 

Shakespeare’s architectural allusions.  By putting forward physical buildings and sites that 

may be related to Shakespeare’s architectural references, I hope to begin the process of 

generating a much more focused context in which to place Shakespeare’s representation of 

buildings. 

For the first component, I survey the buildings by actually walking through a range of 

surviving buildings managed by the Shakespeare Birthplace Trust and the National Trust. By 

this means, I hope to understand better their architectural appearance and interior decoration 

in reality, the relative size and quality of individual rooms, gaining insight into the experience 

of moving through them in sequence and possibly in Shakespeare’s footsteps.  At the same 

time, I examine buildings referred to in the texts alongside contemporary architectural 

practice and historical documents. Through a process of synergy and cross-analysis, I hope to 

gain access to the playwright’s source of imagery, architectural imagination and the set of 

practices with which he operates.  The purpose of these two chapters is thus twofold.  First, 

they seek to explore and locate Shakespeare’s architectural experience.  Second, they connect 

his experience with his architectural creations, offering the particulars of buildings as a lens 

through which to understand his dramatic, architectural projects.  I will hopefully 

demonstrate that examining buildings and architectural practice in Shakespeare’s plays in 

relationship to the contemporary buildings he experienced is a useful and enriching way to 

understand his architectural imagery. 

 I will first set out to construct an architecturally-oriented biography of Shakespeare 

that may indicate an overview of the geographical boundaries of his traversed places.  The 

body of evidence includes contemporary maps, biographies and archaeological findings, 

church and municipal records, wills, inventories, theatre papers, coat of arms, publications, 

and conveyances of property acquisition.  At this overview stage, only the outline of 
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neighborhoods and names of buildings will be provided. Detailed information regarding 

physical features of buildings, design, shapes and layouts will not be entered.  Only in the 

architectural section that follows will I explore the abovementioned items.  Dividing 

Shakespeare’s physical encounter into various working/living zones, which include 

Warwickshire, Westminster, London (the City), and the suburbs or ‘liberties’ as units of 

investigation, I will inspect individual buildings and the set of urban ideas through 

architectural details to which Shakespeare was exposed in the analytical zones. Here, not only 

individual, relevant buildings of each district will be identified, but the way people during 

Shakespeare’s time would have inhabited and used them will also be explored.  The two sets 

of knowledge obtained -- biographical and architectural facts -- will finally be triangulated 

against the third -- buildings as represented in the play texts to suggest architectural creations. 

OVERVIEW OF SHAKESPEARE’S BIOGRAPHY 

The name ‘Gulielmus filius Johannes Shakespere’ or ‘William son of John 

Shakespeare’ was recorded in the baptismal records of the parish register in Holy Trinity 

Church, Stratford-upon-Avon, Warwickshire on 26 April 1564. 92  Records in the Stratford 

Corporation show that his father, John Shakespeare, who dealt with wool and hide, and held 

the offices of alderman and high bailiff, was residing in a property at Henley Street where he 

was fined twelve pence for dumping ‘muckhill’ at the street in 1552.93 John Shakespeare later 

bought the property’s eastern wing, which was the ‘woolhouse’ of the townhouse in 1557.94 

After the father had died, the house became Shakespeare’s property until the latter willed it to 

his daughter, Sussana: ‘I Gywe Will bequeath & Devise unto my daughter Sussana […] twoe 

messuages or tenementes with thappurtenaunces scituat in […] Henley Streete […].’95 

Considering that the house remained in the family until his death, it is believed that 

Shakespeare was born and raised up in Henley Street.  The earliest reference to this house as 

being the birthplace of Shakespeare lies in a town map, ‘Plan of Stratford on Avon’ (Fig. 3) 

dated 1759 by a local surveyor, Samuel Winter, who designated house number 18 as ‘House 

where Shakespeare was born.’96  Presenting the birthplace (now known as the ‘Birthplace,’) 

                                                           
92 Parish register, Holy Trinity church, Stratford-upon-Avon, SBT DR 243/1. 
93 Salvage, R. (ed.) Minutes and Accounts of the Corporation of Stratford-upon-Avon and Other Records 1553-

1620, Oxford: Dugdale Society, 1921, Vol. 1, 57. 
94 Ibid, pxxxiv. 
95 Chambers E.K. William Shakespeare: A Study of Facts and Problems. Oxford: Oxford UP, 1966, Vol. 2, 172. 
96 The Birthplace was an original structure. See Schoch, R, ‘The Birth of Shakespeare’s Birthplace,’ Theatre 

Survey, 53(2), 181-201, 2012. 
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at the western end of Henley Street, it importantly shows us the exact physical location of the 

building. 

 

Fig. 3 ‘Plan of Stratford on Avon’ 1759 by Samuel Winter.  SBT SC 41/2 

 

Shakespeare’s mother, Mary Arden was a landed heiress who had inherited a 

property, now designated as ‘Mary Arden’s Farm House’ by the SBT in the village of 

Wilmcote, which was about four miles north of the Birthplace.  The understanding that Mary 

Arden’s family came from Wilmcote was established through a document drawn up on the 

awarding of Shakespeare a coat of arms in the late 1590s indicating Mary Arden’s father, 

Robert Arden as coming from Wilmcote: ‘the said John hath maryed the daughter & one of 
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the heyres of Robert Arden of Wilmcote.’ 97 From Robert Arden’s will that stated Mary 

Arden’s dowry property in ‘Willmecote, cawlide, Asbyes,’ it is believed that the said house 

was the residence where Mary Arden lived until 1557 before she moved to Stratford. 98 

 Though there is no record of his schooling, biographers generally believe that 

Shakespeare attended King Edward VI Grammar School, the King’s New School from 1571-

1578.99 The school normally began its lesson from 6 a.m. and ended at 5.30 p.m., teaching, 

reading, writing and the classics.100 Located at the junction of Church Street/Chapel Lane, it 

is believed that John Shakespeare’s position as alderman and mayor would have entitled his 

son to a place in the school. However, Shakespeare was withdrawn from education at the 

school in 1578 due to his father’s debts, which required his “assistance at home.”101 

 A 1582 marriage bond dated 27 November discloses that at the age of 18, 

Shakespeare married Anne Hathaway, a child of farmers in Shottery, and whose house was 

about a mile from Shakespeare’s Birthplace. 102 Their first child, Susanna, was born in 1583. 

Two year later, twins Hamnet and Judith were born.103 After the birth of the twins, there were 

some seven years (1585-1592) in which no documentary records have yet been found about 

Shakespeare’s life, except for the works that he may have written during this period.104  

Scholarship refers to this period as the ‘lost years.’105 There is wide speculation pertaining to 

Shakespeare’s whereabouts during this period.  For example, it has been suggested that he 

worked as a schoolmaster in Lancashire, worked in an attorney’s office in Stratford, and that 

he joined the acting company of Lord Strange.106 The reports about his employment during 

this period are, however, for the most part conjectural for the lack of particular evidence. 

                                                           
97 College of Arms, m.s. Vincent 157, art 23 and art. 24.  Facsimiles of the records can be found in Schoenbaum, 

S, William Shakespeare: A Documentary Life, Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1975, 160, 168. See also Chambers, 

1930, Vol.2, 19, for the will. 
98 The ‘Will of Robert Arden’ quote is from Halliwell-Phillips, J.O, Outlines of the Life of Shakespeare, Vol.2, 

53. 
99 See, for example, Honan, P., Shakespeare: A Life, Oxford: OUP, 2012, 43, and Schoenbaum, 63.  
100 See Schoenbaum, 62-65, for a detailed discussion of Shakespeare’s education in the school. 
101 Chambers, Vol.2, 1966, 264, as quoted by Honan, 58. 
102 1582, Nov. 27. Entry of Licence, Chambers, Vol.2, 1966, 41. The first published attribution of the site, 

‘Anne Hathaway’s Cottage’ as the home of Anne Hathaway was in the Picturesque View on the Upper, 

Warwickshire Avon […] (London: R, Faulder and T, Egerton, 1795, 206) by Samuel Ireland.  The house was 

inhabited by the descendants of Hathaway until 1892 when the SBT bought it over for preservation. 
103 Entries in the parish registers recorded the baptism of Susanna on 26 May 1586 and the twins on 2 Feb. 1585.  

See SBT, DR 243/1. 
104 See Bate and Rasmussen, 2471 for Shakespeare’s possible authorship between 1589 and 1592. 
105 Ibid, Jonathan, B., for ‘Introduction,’ 95. 
106 See Honan, P, Shakespeare: A Life, Oxford: Oxford UP. 1999, 60 and Schoenbaum, 109 and 113. 
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 By 1592, Shakespeare had emerged in London as a successful actor and playwright, 

having been criticized bitterly in Robert Greene’s 1592 Greene’s Groatsworth of Wit as an 

‘Upstart Crow, beautified with our feathers’ (line 939-940).107 By 18 April 1593, 

Shakespeare became a published poet. His title page of the 1593 quarto, Venus and Adonis, 

bearing the printer’s seal, indicated that the poem was published by Richard Field, and sold at 

‘the signe of White greyhound in Paules Churchyard’ in London.108 A manuscript account 

book of Richard Stoney verified that the quarto was in fact in display and sold for six pence 

at St Paul.109 The dedication to the Earl of Southampthon at the introduction of the published 

poem suggests that the Earl was his patron.  There is also evidence that Shakespeare worked 

for Lord Chamberlain’s Company around this time.  A 1595 royal record stated that 

Shakespeare, as a member of the company, had been summoned to act for two comedies 

before Queen Elizabeth I in the Christmas season of 1594 at Greenwich Palace. 110 On 28 

December of the same year, Shakespeare’s Err. was performed at the hall of Gray’s Inn. The 

uproar roused in the Inn is recorded in Gesta Grayorum.111 A Subsidy and Tax Roll of 1597 

of the Exchequer Office stating that Shakespeare defaulted in tax payment in Bishopsgate 

Ward further established that the dramatist had been a householder in the Ward, which was 

located in north-eastern London, prior to the year.112 It is likely that he took up residence in 

Bishopsgate several years before 1592 since Greene’s criticism of Shakespeare suggests that 

the latter was already very active in London in this year.  Considering that Shakespeare had 

already established himself in 1592, it can be inferred that he was in London probably a few 

years before this time -- around 1588-1589 -- learning the necessary skills as well as sourcing 

and preparing materials for his plays. 

It can also be established that the playwright acted before Queen Elizabeth I in the 

Christmas holidays in 1597, as printed in the title page of LLL 1598 First Quarto.113 Another 

play, Wiv., had also been presented to the Queen in the holidays in 1601 as may be gathered 

                                                           
107 Carrol, D. A., Greene’s Groatsworth of Wit, Bought With a Million Repentance, 1592, 1994, NY: Center for 

Medieval and Early Renaissance Studies, 1994, 84. 
108 Field, R. Venus and Adonis, 1593, Menston: Scolar Press, 1968. 
109 Stoneley Diary Account Book, 1593, f. 9. Folger Shakespeare Library, MS. V.a.460. 
110 Halliwell-Phillips discovered the document in the ‘accounts of the Treasurer of Chamber’ and printed it in 

his Illustrations of the Life of Shakespeare, London: Longmans, Green & Co, 1874, 31. 
111 Bacon, F. et al, Gesta Grayorum: Or, the History of the High and Mighty Prince […] 1688, London: Oxford 

UP, 1914, 22. 
112 P.R.O., E. 179/146/354. See transcript of Chambers, Vol.2. 87. 
113 Gregg, W.W (ed). Love’s Labour’s Lost, 1598, Shakespeare Quarto Facsimiles No. 10, Oxford: Clarendon 

Press, 1957. 
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in the title page of its 1602 Quarto.114 Although the above suggests that the Queen was 

Shakespeare’s patron since the mid-nineties, authentic documents that identified the buildings 

in which court performances were held are rare.  Great debts are owed to Susan Cerasano 

who has researched the Queens’s place of residence in relation to the time of Shakespeare’s 

performances, giving us important information about the probable location of their 

occurrence. Cerasano writes that the Palace of Whitehall was the main residence of Queen 

Elizabeth and James I in London. However the court moved frequently throughout most 

years.115 Cerasano first examines the Queen’s active places of residence: Greenwich for the 

1594/5 season; Richmond for the 1595/6 season; Whitehall for Elizabeth’s last years, i.e., 

1597/8, 1598/9, 1600/01, and 1601/2; and 1602/3, in which the court resided first at 

Whitehall and later at Richmond.116 The established residences are then mapped on to 

Henslowe’s performance schedule from 1594 to 1603, revealing the company’s physical 

movements.  Based on the findings, Cerasano usefully concludes for us that Shakespeare had 

acted in Greenwich and Whitehall, having performed for the court in 1594/5 (when the court 

was at Greenwich) and in 1597/8 (when the court was at Whitehall). 

Shakespeare moved across the River Thames from Bishopsgate ward to the Liberty of 

the Clink in Southwark a year or so before 1599.  He probably crossed the river so that he 

could be closer to his new workplace. A Court of Exchequer document of 1599 referred 

Shakespeare’s arrears of 13s 4d to the Bishop of Winchester, who had jurisdiction over 

Southwark. 117 This coincides with the date of 1599 when Shakespeare’s company, Lord 

Chamberlain’s Men, moved its operation to the Bankside, erecting a new theatre, the Globe 

theatre at the place, with Shakespeare being its co-owner.118 Shakespeare witnessed the 

erection of the theatre, and based on Thomas Platter of Basle’s record that he visited the 

theater and watched the acting of the tragedy of Julies Caesar on the 21st September, 1599, it 

                                                           
114 Gregg, W.W. Merry Wives of Windsor, 1602, Shakespeare Quarto Facsimiles No. 3, Oxford: Clarendon 

Press, 1957. 
115 Court players performed at court on a set of specific occasions which was around the Christmas seasons. See 
Cerasano, S P, ‘The Geography of Henslowe’s Diary,’ Shakespeare Quarterly, 56, 328-353, 2005, Baltimore: 

John Hopkins UP, 333. 
116 Ibid, 345-6. 
117 Public Record Office, Exchequer, Lord Treasurer’s Remembrancer, Pipe Rolls, E. 372/444.  See Chambers, 

Vol.2, 88, for transcription. 
118 Shakespeare’s name appeared in the 1599 lease for the Globe Playhouse.  The lease was described in a 1612 

lawsuit which was discovered by Charles William Wallace who published it under the title of ‘Shakespeare and 

his London Associates as Revealed in Recently Discovered Documents,’ in University Studies of the University 

of Nebraska, Lincoln: University of Nebraska, Vol. x, no.4,  1910: 261-360.  See ‘Witter-Heminges Case,’ 305-

336.  See also Honan, 268. 
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has been suggested that Shakespeare’s JC is the Globe’s first recorded performance.119 In 

1608, Shakespeare also co-owned the Blackfriars Theatre, which was located diagonally 

across from the Rose Theatre in the northern bank of Thames.120 On Elizabeth I’s death in 

1603, the Lord Chamberlain’s Men became the King’s Men, performing at least seven times 

for James I.121 It is likely that in 1603, the company performed in the great hall of Hampton 

Court Palace because Sir Dudley Carleton had written to John Chamberlain in ‘Plays Private 

theatricals’ regarding the company’s performance at the court in 15 Jan 1604.122 On 16 

December 1606, the company performed Lr. at Whitehall for James I, as informed by the title 

page of the 1608 Quarto mentioning the place of performance and the entry made in the 

Stationer’s Register.123 

It is likely that Shakespeare was in the Holy Trinity Church in Stratford-upon-Avon 

on 11 August 1596 because the parish register of the church recorded the burial of his son, 

Hamnet, in the building.124 In the same year Shakespeare was conferred a family coat of 

arms. A deed of conveyance recorded that in 4 May 1597, a year after Hamnet’s death, 

Shakespeare bought New Place, the largest house in Stratford-upon-Avon, originally owned 

by Sir Hugh Clopton, Knight, Lord Mayor of London.125 A survey of ‘noate of corn and 

malte’ listed the now successful dramatist as living in Chapel Street where the house was 

located and it is believed that it was Shakespeare’s place of residence since late 1597/early 

1598.126 In 1602 Shakespeare made two purchases of Stratford land -- 107 acres land in the 

Old Town and a cottage in Chapel Lane.127 In 1604, he had lived in a rented apartment at the 

corner of Silver Street and Mungwell Street in Cripplegate, London, a property of 

Christopher Montjoy. 128 In 1613, he bought a property which was a part of the gatehouse in 

                                                           
119 Schoenbaum, 1987, 208-209. 
120 See Honan, 378 and Schoenbaum, 336. 
121 See facsimiles of the Master of Revels Accounts provided by Schoenbaum, 200-201. 
122 Green, M.A.E. (ed.) Calendar of State Papers, Domestic series, of the reign of James I 1603-1610, London: 

Longman, 1875, 68. 
123 Register C, fol. 161 verso, see Hinman, C., King Lear, 1608, Shakespeare Quarto Facsimiles No.1, Oxford: 

Clarendon Press, 1964.   
124 SBT DR 243/1. 
125 The exemplication of fine, SBT, ER 27/a.  The certified copy of the deed of conveyance made at the time 

records shows that Shakespeare purchased New Place from William Underhill.  See also Bearman, R., 

Shakespeare in the Stratford Records, Stroud:  Alan Sutton Publishing in Association with SBT, 1994, 17 
126 Shakespeare as a holder of Corn and Malt dated 4 Feb 1598. SBT, BRU 15/1/106.  The survey was clarified 

in Bearman, 29-31. 
127 See ‘survey of Shakespeare’s old estate’ c. 1625, SBT DR 37/Box 113/15, and the analysis of Bearman, 41-

43. The land is now occupied by Grammar School buildings. 
128 The evidence was discovered by Wallace, published as ‘New Shakespeare Discoveries: Shakespeare as a 

Man Among Men,’ Harper’s Monthly Magazine 120, March 1910: 489-510. 
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Blackfriars Theatre in London for investment.129 In 1616, Shakespeare signed his will.130 He 

died and was buried in the same year in the Holy Trinity Church in Stratford, as recorded in 

the parish register.131 

Shakespeare’s life, as presented above, thus mainly revolved around Stratford-upon-

Avon and London, which were about 150 miles away from each other.  It is important to keep 

in mind that he was physically surrounded on all sides by stately mansions, manor houses, 

shop-houses, convents, churches and chapels, palaces, council buildings and courthouses. In 

the following discussion, I organize his physical encounter into five biographically distinct 

stages to describe the kind of buildings surrounding him in more detail. These stages are: the 

‘Stratford phase (1564-1578)’ in which he roamed the vicinity of Warwickshire countryside 

as a child until the age of 15; the ‘Lost Years phase’ (1578-1588), where his whereabouts can 

only be surmised; the ‘Early Stratford Phase’ (1589-1596); the ‘Later Stratford Phase’ (1597-

99), during which he gained the status of a new member of the landed gentry; and the ‘Great 

Career Phase’ (1600-1616), which sees him enjoying the patronage and support of Elizabeth I 

and James I.  

THE STRATFORD PHASE (1564-1578) 

In considering locations that were most intimate to Shakespeare, the most pertinent 

building is the Birthplace at Henley Street, followed by Hathaway’s home in Shottery, and 

then Mary Arden’s Farm house in Wilmcote. Also, in Chapel Street can be found his estate, 

New Place, to which he eventually retired.  Apart from these buildings that were directly 

connected with Shakespeare, several others which Shakespeare would have known very well 

include the Holy Trinity Church and the connected buildings of the Guild Chapel, the 

grammar school and the alms houses in Church Street -- collectively known as the Guild 

                                                           
129 See transcription of the title deed in Chambers, Vol.2. 154.  
130 See Shakespeare’s last will and testament transcribed in Chambers, Vol.2. 170-174. 
131 SBT, DR 243/1, burials, f.46.  See explanation in Bearman, 9.  During Shakespeare’s life time, his plays 

were published in the Quarto format.  His last recorded writing is TNK, which he co-authored with John Fletcher 

in 1613-1614, making the length of his career at least 25 years.  Very little of Shakespeare’s play manuscripts or 

letters survived, except for the scene for Sir Thomas More (STM), the ‘Ill May-Day’131 (see transcription of the 

manuscript in Gregg, W.W (ed), The Book of Sir Thomas More, Malone Society Reprints, 1911). Seven years 

after his death, in 1613, 36 of Shakespeare’s plays were collected by John Heminges and Henry Condell, his 

former colleagues who published them in Folio format under the title of Mr William Shakespeare’s Comedies, 

Histories, & Tragedies Published According to the True Originall Copies. (A copy of the facsimile edition of 

the Folio has been reproduced by the Elizabethan Club of Yale University.  See the facsimile edition, Prouty 

C.T., New Haven: Yale UP, 1954.)  
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Buildings by historians.132 The Guild Buildings and New Place formed a traffic junction at 

Church Street/Chapel Lane. The Church, on the other hand lies on the banks of the Avon, 

which may be reached from Chapel Lane, which is along the side of New Place.  

BIRTHPLACE, ANNE HATHAWAY’S COTTAGE AND MARY ARDEN’S 

FARMHOUSE 

 

Fig. 4  The Shakespeare Birthplace, Henry Street, 

Stratford-upon-Avon 

 

Shakespeare’s Birthplace (Fig. 4) is a town-house, a type of row housing sharing side 

walls with their neighbours as opposed to the stand-alone, or detached house.  Built close to 

the street, this type of building was utilitarian in nature, having a ground-floor shop fronting 

the street for owners to sell their products. In the Birthplace, the shop and a parlour faced 

Henley Street, the kitchen faced the rear garden, whereas bedrooms were to be found 

upstairs.  The Birthplace had an entrance from Henley Street through a small canopy that led 

to a foyer.  From the small foyer, Shakespeare would enter a slightly larger room, which is 

the parlour, whose size was just enough to fit in a tester bed without obstructing traffic 

moving to the adjoining dining room and kitchen.  Moving on from the dining room and 

kitchen was John Shakespeare’s workshop, the house’s largest room, which was for the 

owner to manufacture his leather goods. This room had large street windows through which 

John Shakespeare could sell his wares to passing customers of Henley Street.  From the 

                                                           
132 See Giles, K and Clark, J, ‘The Archaeology of the Guild Buildings of Shakespeare’s Stratford-upon-Avon’ 

in Mulryne J.R, (ed) The Guild and Guild Buildings of Shakespeare’s Stratford. Farnham: Ashgate, 2012, 135-

167. 
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workshop, a narrow, winding stair led up to a space containing three rooms, which were sized 

only for basic sleeping and the need to move through them.  Not only were the rooms small, 

but they adjoined one another with doors between them, making them in effect, room-

corridors.  As a result, although the bedrooms were at a considerable distance from the more 

public space of eating and drinking, they could not offer the privacy of enclosed rooms.  

Finally, a small loft hollowed out from the triangular space of the roof was constructed 

directly over the bedrooms. From the loft, Shakespeare would lower himself down, probably 

with the help of a rope, to the space below it. As a room that was least accessible to visitors, 

it could be used for the storage of confidential documents.  Biographers such as Samuel 

Schoenbaum wrote that in 1757, evidence known as ‘John Shakespeare’s Spiritual 

Testament’ was found in the attic of Birthplace by the house’s then owner, Thomas Hart, 

during repairs to the roof, suggesting a connection between John Shakespeare and Catholic 

elements. ‘Spiritual testament’ was a profession of faith devised by Cardinal Borromeo in 

1576 for the purpose of carrying on Catholicism should a follower die without a priest to give 

them the last rites. They believe that the documents were authentic because its format was 

consistent with the genuine copy of Cardinal Borromeo’s testament.133   

The layout of farmhouses, a type of houses located outside the town center, generally 

followed the same design principle as that of the town houses, except for the absence of the 

store-fronts since there were no busy streets facing the houses. Marked by its utilitarian 

nature (as was the case with town houses), the overall architecture of the farmhouses is 

compact in design, featuring multi-functional rooms.  In farmhouses, parlours doubled up as 

guest bedrooms, and cooking and eating took place in the same room since there were no 

other rooms for sociability and entertainment. Also, not only were their rooms small but they 

also had low ceilings. Indoor, Shakespeare would need to lower his head or body in order to 

pass through low doorways, a situation which may be imagined in MV: ‘Over your threshold 

[…] / Shall I bend low, and in a bondman's key’ (MV 1.3.112-126). The low headroom gives 

the impression that Renaissance people were significantly shorter than their modern 

counterpart but it is well to keep in mind the notion of rural frugality -- the cultural attitude of 

saving and sparing that led to practical functionality rather than aesthetic style in Tudor 

farmhouses.134 Smaller, lower rooms meant fewer building materials and therefore lower 

                                                           
133 For the texts of Shakespeare’s Spiritual Testament that had been reproduced and explained, see Schoenbaum, 

41-43, and Honan, 38-39.  See also Honan, 38-39. 
134 The notion that Renaissance people were taller than modern people is a misconception. Based on the research 

of Richard Steckel, 16th century northern European people were nearly as tall as modern people.  See Steckel, 
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construction cost.  Many low doorways were actually openings created simply by cutting part 

way into the low beams of roofs.  

Importantly, although their rooms were small, the owners were not necessarily poor. 

Owners of farmhouses could sometimes be members of a bourgeoisie, whose status was 

reflected from the exquisite workmanship and quantity of their stone-and-brick hearths and 

rising chimneys.135 In 2H6, the feeling of pride associated with workmanship in beautiful 

brickworks is invoked to deride Cade’s claim of noble lineage. Joking that Cade’s father is 

actually a ‘bricklayer,’ (2H6 4.2.122) Weaver says to him, ‘Sir, he made a chimney in my 

father’s house, and the bricks are / alive at this day to testify’ (2H6 4.2.125-126). Hearths 

were the part of the fireplace where fire burnt, and over which chimneys were furnished to 

discharge smoke. In the Birthplace, for example, a total of four hearths, furnished with their 

respective chimneys, heated the house in the winter. The hearths catered mainly for the 

kitchen and the parlour, but were at the same time strategically placed to benefit all rooms in 

the house by being situated centrally to groups of rooms. Almost as tall and as wide as the 

rooms, these structures were so large that a person may sit or stand inside them. Standing in 

the middle of a room, they drew attention and activities towards them.  The hearth, being an 

important part of a residence, was sometimes mentioned in Shakespeare’s plays to symbolize 

the household.  For example, in Mac., on the night of Duncan’s murder, ‘chimneys were 

blown down’ (Mac. 2.3.47).   

Although, fireplaces could provide warmth in the winter for households, burning 

hearths posed serious safety hazards for the houses’ residence. This was especially so in a 

compact house. A hearth fire could heat up easily the walls with which it exchanged 

radiation, causing high flame temperature as well as excessive amounts of smoke when a 

kitchen fire had been suppressed by shut doors and windows.  When fireplaces were in 

operation, doors and windows would need to be left open for adequate airflow to feed the 

fire.  If the openings were closed, fire would draw air from within.  The hearth would then 

catch fire, and the smoke would become fierce, a dangerous situation which has been fully 

exploited by Shakespeare. For example, in Ven., the image of a hot, burning enclosed 

                                                           
R., ‘New Light on the Dark Ages,’ Social Science History 28:2, 2004, Social Science History Association, 215-

216. 
135 In medieval and early modern period, property tax, known as hearth tax, was calculated based on the number 

of hearths, which indicated the status of house owners. 
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chamber of the fireplace is powerful in portraying human passions that are likened to hot 

hearths: 

  An oven that is stopped or river stayed      

  Burneth more hotly, swelleth with more rage:     

  So of concealed sorrow may be said      

  Free vent of words love’s fire doth assuage,  Ven. 331-334   

   

A similar usage is also found in Tit.: 

  Sorrow concealed, like an oven stopped,      

  Doth burn the heart to cinders where it is. Tit. 2.4.36-37 

It is interesting that Tit. (composed in 1592) was composed around the year when the plague 

(1592-1594) struck London ferociously, forcing playhouses to close and many London 

inhabitants to flee.136 Peter Ackroyd suggests that during this period, Shakespeare might have 

visited Stratford as part of his provincial tour to give performances since authorities in 

London had closed the theatres due to the plague.137 The above allusions may suggest the 

memory of encounters with household chimneys. Activities around the kitchen fireplace 

during family reunion may have reminded the dramatist about the dangerous situation that 

fire posed for indoor cooking in tight spaces. 

Spatial compactness may create physical intimacies due to a tight physical 

relationship between living spaces. Architectural features of these houses, exposed household 

items and their stains and accumulated dust may be impactful in shaping the spatial quality of 

these living spaces.  There is an abundance of interior images that portray room space and 

physical features that are characteristic of compact houses across Shakespeare’s works.  

These images communicate the informal, intimate interior quality of living spaces in town 

houses or farmhouses.  One may begin to see the picture of its exterior and interior 

architecture gradually being built up through the following relevant dramatic images which I 

assemble and organize in the table below 

 

 

: 

                                                           
136 See Schoenbaum, 126. 
137 Ackroyd, P. Shakespeare: The Biography, London: Vintage, 2005, 174. 
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Townhouse/ 

Street window 

Clamber not you up to the casements then,  

Nor trust your head into the public street 

(MV 2.5.30-31) 

Shopfront […] I am the storehouse and the shop  

Of the whole Body.  

(Cor. 1.1.115-116) 

Thatched roof Let us not hang like roping icicles 

Upon our houses' thatch,  

(H5 3.5.23-24) 

Low door Over your threshold: moneys is your suit 

[…] 

Shall I bend low and in a bondman's key 

With bated breath […] 

(MV 1.3.112-117) 

Penthouse This is the penthouse under which Lorenzo     

Desired us to make stand.  

(MV 2.6.1-2)  

Floor/wall Is supper ready, the house trimmed, rushes strewed, 

the cobwebs swept,’  

(Shr. 4.1.32-33)  

Floor/carpets Be […] the carpets laid, and everything in order? (Shr. 4.1.34-35) 

Parlour   They sit conferring by the parlour fire. (Shr. 5.2.100) 

Kitchen  The capon burns, the pig falls from the spit, (Err. 1.2.44) 

 

Clock  ‘[…] like a German clock, 

Still a-repairing, ever out of frame, 
(LLL 3.1.164-165) 

 
Pot Now, were not I a little pot and soon hot, my        

very lips might freeze to my teeth,  
(Shr. 4.1.5-6) 

Leather drinking 

vessels 
Be the Jacks fair within, the Jills fair without’138  (Shr. 4.1.34-35) 

Weighing scale Are there balance here to weigh the flesh?’ (MV 4.1.249) 
Bedroom/truckle 

bed 
I’ll to my truckle-bed. / This field-bed is too cold for 

me to sleep.139  
(Rom. 2.1.39-40) 

Table 1  Allusions to architecture evoking a town house   

For the references in Shr. above, it is likely that they allude to the residence of Shakespeare’s 

mother, Mary Arden’s farmhouse in Wilmcote that Shakespeare may have remembered since 

the village is mentioned in ‘Ask Marian Hacket, the fat alewife of Wincot, if / she know me 

not’ (Ind. 2.18-19).  Items belonging to knitting and sewing evoking architectural spaces that 

are filled with household activities are also present in his plays.  There is an especially large 

number of images indicating tailoring that are depicted with exactitude. In Shr., the allusion 

to sartorial measurement, the thimble, and the spool of thread is specific: 

 […] Thou liest, thou thread,        

  thou thimble’         

  Thou yard, three quarters, half-yard, quarter, nail,    

  […]          

                                                           
138 See Hodgton. B, The Taming of the Shrew, London: The Arden Shakespeare, 2010, 243. ‘Jacks’ refers to 

leather containers for liquor.  ‘Jills’ refers to containers made of metal, which would need polishing to make 

them fair without. 
139 ‘Field bed’ refers to a portable soldier bed.  See Taylor et al., 1022. 
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  Braved in mine own house with a skein of thread!    

  Away, thou rag, thou quantity, thou remnant, 140 (Shr. 4.3.106-110) 

Images or analogies drawn from the observation of needlework are also notable in the 

following plays. In LLL Shakespeare hints at the large head size of a blunt bodkin, with 

Dumaine saying ‘The head of the bodkin’ (Shr. 5.2.594) to echo Boyet’s mention of ‘A 

cittern head’ (Shr. 5.2.593). He notes the sharp needle in ‘Go ply thy needle, meddle not with 

her’ (Shr. 2.1.25).  The small eye on its head plays on the sense of sex: Ajax ‘has not so much 

wit’ (Tro. 2.1.68) to ‘stop the eye of Helen’s needle’ (Tro. 2.1.70).141 In Cym, he also depicts 

the sharpness at the needle’s end creatively: ‘To look upon him till the diminution / Of space 

had pointed him sharp as my needle’ (Cym. 1.3.18-19). These images serve to increase the 

sense of domesticity due to quotidian household activities. 

Externally, the appearance that town houses and rural farmhouses gave was one of 

white structures interlaced with timber frames nestled under thatched roofs that contained a 

series of dormer windows and steep gables, a design style (prevalent from1500-1560) which 

architectural historians term as ‘Tudor style.’ In H5, Shakespeare depicts vividly the freezing 

masses of ice (‘icicles’) (H5 3.5.23) on roof thatch during winter time. In a scene that 

portrays the French’s distress over the strength of the English army, the Constable of France 

compares Frenchmen to ‘icicles.’  An icicle evokes the breakable, hanging ice formed from 

freezing dripping water of roof eaves, and thus the character implicitly distinguishes his men 

from a more ‘frosty’ (H5 3.5.35) temperament of the English army. According to the records 

of the SBT, most original thatched roofs in Stratford had been damaged by the 1594 fire, 

which destroyed ‘tenements and cottages which were thatched with Strawe of which Sort 

very many have byn lately erected there.’142 The main entrances of these houses were 

typically sheltered by a low extending small porch or ‘penthouse,’ which is constituted of a 

narrow sloping roof, which may be seen in the Birthplace.  In MV, Gratiano says, ‘This is the 

penthouse under which Lorenzo / Desired us to make stand,’ (MV 2.6.1-2) a reference to the 

function of the feature for waiting.  Here architectural gesture is both realistic and symbolic.  

The ‘penthouse’ under which Gratiano awaits Lorenzo’s late arrival highlights the delay, 

which is not a usual behaviour of typical young lovers since they usually ‘run before the 

clock’ (MV 2.6.4). Also, in Ado., the function of this architectural item is integrated with 

                                                           
140 ‘Nail’ denotes a measure of cloth.  See Taylor et al., 461 and Bate and Rasmussen, 570. 
141 See Taylor et al., 1929 and Bate and Rasmussen, 1480. 
142 SBT, Misc. Docs. iii, 32; cf. vii, 160. Today, most of the buildings in Stratford-upon-Avon have red tiles 

except for a few such as Mary Arden’s house whose thatch has been preserved.   
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metaphorical sense. Borachio asks Conrad to ‘Stand thee close, then, under this penthouse, 

for it drizzles / rain’ (Ado. 3.3.81-82), describing the penthouse’s use for sheltering from rain. 

The penthouse is a small structure and the image of Borachio offering to share its tight space 

with Conrad in order to tell him a secret, which is his executed plan to ‘misuse the Prince, to 

vex Claudio, to undo Hero and kill Leonato,’ (Ado. 2.3.20-21) is a graphical representation of 

the underhandedness and conspiratorial nature of his action.  The penthouse furnishes further 

imagery for LLL and Mac.. It has been used figuratively for the eyelid: ‘[…] with your hat 

penthouse-like o’er the shop of your / eyes,’ (LLL 3.1.12-13) and ‘Sleep shall neither night 

nor day / Hang upon his penthouse lid’ (Mac. 1.3.15-16) -- for the sensation that sleep no 

longer causes the eyelids to close. 

The walls of the buildings, made of timber frames between which were filled with 

plaster, are known as wattle and daub.  In such a method of construction, wooden strips 

(wattles) were daubed with a mixture of aggregates containing mud or clay, which were used 

as an infill between the timber frames. The white plaster over the daub as well as the dark 

timber frames made an interesting contrast for the building façade, defining the aesthetics of 

Tudor style architecture. A contemporary author, William Harrison (1534-1593) praised the 

effect of the wall plastering in the Tudor house, saying that it was of ‘delectable whiteness 

[…] laid on so even and smoothly as nothing in my judgment can be done with more 

exactness.’143 Fairchild has suggested that Shakespeare ‘apparently does not share in 

Harrison’s admiration, for his allusions are couched in language chiefly derogatory.’144 An 

example of the ‘derogatory’ expressions Fairchild cites is Bottom’s ‘let him have some / 

plaster, or some loam, or some rough-cast about him to signify ‘wall’’ (MND 3.1.213-214).145 

Fairchild’s claim that the invoked plastering is rough and therefore the above language is 

uncomplimentary is not without problems. As a matter of fact, architectural evidence 

revealed by the various Elizabethan houses -- the Birthplace, Anne Hathaway’s cottage and 

Mary Arden’s Farmhouse -- suggests that rough plaster generally occurred mostly only in 

two areas in these houses.  One area was the attic, which was the leftover space formed 

between roof trusses and was thus too small and narrow for builders to manoeuvre their way 

around in order to carry out plastering work or to repair works properly.  Other places were 

the external boundary walls and garden walls.  These walls were completely exposed to 

                                                           
143 Withington, L. From ‘A Description of Elizabethan England’ by William Harrison written for ‘Holinshed’s 

chronicles,’ London: Walter Scott, 1876, 15. 
144 Fairchild, 25. 
145 Ibid. 
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weather, accelerating the deterioration and physical shrinkage of wattle and daub, resulting in 

both roughness of wall surface and gaps.  More often than not, homeowners easily neglected 

the physical conditions of these walls, and thus their deteriorated sight was very common.  

The rough architectural surfaces and gaps of garden walls may be imagined in MND 

where in Act 5, Scene 2, Quince prepares his audience’s imagination regarding the setting of 

a play within a play, Pyramus and Thisbe, for the presentation of the secret conversation of 

the two eponymous lovers at a ‘chink’ of the wall separating their houses: 

  QUINCE  This man, with lime and roughcast doth present   

                           Wall, that vile wall which did these lovers sunder;  

     And through Wall’s chink, poor souls, they are content   

                                   To whisper;  (MND 5.1.130-133) 
      

The above passage may interestingly reveal an aspect of Shakespeare’s creative way of 

engaging the contemporary construction of wattle and daub. If gaps appeared at the walls of 

connecting houses, it was possible for owners of the adjoining houses to communicate via the 

gaps as portrayed in the said play within the play. In the scene, Quince, a carpenter of the 

amateur dramatic group, introduces to his audience the role of Snout, who will play the role 

of a wall in a makeshift stage.  Snout says to his audience that on the wall that he will 

represent, there is going to be a ‘chink.’  Quince’s references to ‘lime’ and ‘rough cast’ that 

constitute the wall evoke a fissured Tudor wall.  Since his aim is to introduce the roles of 

each character to his audience, the architectural invocation may be understood as a self-

conscious effort to cultivate our imagination through common architectural sight. Whispering 

through wall cracks may appear comical and strange, but for the Elizabethan who would have 

been familiar with their own broken garden walls, what they ‘see’ on stage might have been 

the gaps on their own walls.   

THE GUILD BUILDINGS AND HOLY TRINITY CHURCH 

Located at a crossroad, the Guild Chapel, the Guild Hall, and the alms houses -- the 

Guild Buildings -- were a group of adjoining buildings originally established by the Guild of 

the Holy Ghost as its headquarters, meeting place and feast hall.146 In 1537, with the arrival 

of the Protestant Reformation, the Guild was dissolved and a civic charter, the Stratford 

                                                           
146  Information on the history of the Guild Buildings were drawn from Mulryne, 2012, which is based on the 

archaeological investigation funded by the Heritage Lottery fund, carried out by a team from Field Architecture 

Specialists of York, led by Jonathan Clark and Kate Giles. 
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Corporation, granted by Edward VI in 1545, took over the facilities as the centre of 

administration.  The Guild Buildings served as a hub of the town’s communal life -- religion, 

law, commerce, social care, and education.  John Shakespeare presided over the Corporation 

as the bailiff or mayor from 1568 (William Shakespeare was four years old).  He became a 

deputy bailiff in 1571, one year before losing his bailiff position in the Corporation due to a 

financial debt. The Guild Chapel, cornering two streets, consisted of a four-bay nave with a 

western tower (facing Chapel Street), a low, two-bay eastern chancel, and a north entrance 

porch (facing Chapel Lane).  Built of sandstone from Wilmcote, the chapel was noted for its 

large and vivid religious wall paintings dating back to the 15th century.  Based on remnants 

discovered in the 19th century, archaeologists led by Kate Giles have recovered a number of 

the original paintings in the chapel.147 A mural depicting Judgement Day, the Doom, was 

over the chancel arch in full view of the nave hall.  Opposite the Doom, on the west wall, was 

another mural that depicts Thomas Becket and St, George.  On the north wall were paintings 

featuring the Dance of Death, the visit of the Queen of Sheba to King Solomon, 

Constantine’s Vision of the Cross, the invention of the Cross, the testing and veneration of 

the Cross, Heraclius’ victory at the bridge, and Heraclius beheading Chosroes.  On the south 

wall were pictures portraying the exaltation of the Cross, the bishop and the crucifix as well 

as dragons over the priests’ door, and the Eucharist and the five wounds.  The discoveries 

throw new light on some of Shakespeare’s understanding of and allusions to religious 

paintings.  For example, in Jn,, the King, abandoned by his people, submits to Pandulph’s 

authority in the hope that Pandulph will hold off the invasion from Lewis. However, Lewis is 

determined to attack King John because he (Lewis) is close to gaining the throne.  The 

Bastard, who stays loyal to King John and to whom the King entrusts the command of his 

forces, threatens Lewis with the death that King John’s armies shall mete out to the French: 

[…] warlike John; and in his forehead sits     

 A bare-ribbed Death, whose office is this day     

 To feast upon whole thousands of the French   (Italics mine)  (Jn. 5.2.174-176) 

 

King John’s army is not as strong as the Bastard claims.  In this passage, the Bastard 

demonstrates an ability to bluff by alluding to the Dance of Death. The point of reference of 

the painting is ‘bare-ribbed Death’ as well as its job to ‘feast upon’ (Jn. 5.2.176) thousands of 

                                                           
147 For the survival of the painting in Shakespeare’s day, see the findings of Giles, K, et al, ‘Visualising the 

Guild Chapel, Stratford-upon-Avon: Digital models as research tools in buildings archaeology,’ Internet 

Archaeology, (32), doi: 10.11141/ia.32.1, 2012, http://intarch.ac.uk/journal/issue32/1/4.6.html, accessed 26 Sept 

2014. 
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the French.  The Dance of Death belongs to the artistic genre of medieval allegory on the 

inevitability of death.  Stratford’s Dance of Death depicts vividly, skeleton dancers as God’s 

messengers, whose job is to lead human beings to death by dancing with them to the grave. 

Used in the passage, the Bastard’s threatening message is that Lewis will meet with a pre-

ordained, inevitable defeat. 

Another mural that features in Shakespeare’s drama is the Doom.  At the centre of 

Stratford’s Doom can be seen Jesus rising from his earthly tomb, enthroned above the spirits 

following a judgment of the spirits.  To his right are the saved and his left, the damned. In 

Mac., Shakespeare mentions the ‘doom’: 

[…] Up, up, and see         

The great doom’s image.  Malcolm, Banquo,        

As from your graves rise up, and walk like sprites (Mac. 2.3.70-72) 

 
The above passage’s pictorial composition and key attributes correspond closely with the 

prominent Doom found in the Guild Chapel suggesting that ‘great doom’ (Mac. 2.2.71) in the 

play may have been inspired by the visual representation in the chapel (Fig. 5). 

 

Fig. 5  The reconstructed Doom painting over the chancel 

arch at the Guild Chapel, Stratford-upon-Avon.  Source: J. R. 

Mulryne.  Artist unknown 

 

  There is evidence that during the Reformation, John Shakespeare played a role in the 

defacing of murals in Stratford Chapels.  In 1563, Stratford’s council began the cleansing of 

Catholic elements, during which time John Shakespeare, acting as the council’s chamberlain, 

noted that it paid 2s. in 1563/4 for ‘defasying ymages in ye chapell’ and in 1564/5, another 
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2s. for ‘takynge doune ye rood loft in ye Chapell.’148 It appears that the attention given by 

Elizabeth I to remove iconic objects had been met with perfunctory compliance by the 

Corporation because as the order of the 1559 injunctions was to ‘utterly extinct, and destroy’ 

such objects so that ‘there remain no memory of the same,’ only the altar was removed, and 

the wall paintings had merely been whitewashed superficially.149 The lime used to deface the 

images was ineffectual, creating only a thin layer of paint, making the whitewashed frescoes 

not only easily reversible but their pictorial outline still visible, allowing archaeologists to 

recover those images. Honan suggests that this is because the Corporation had to deal with 

the more pressing concerns of the plague that had ravaged England during this time.150  

For Shakespeare, whitewashed walls, defaced statues and empty altars in the interior 

of the Guild chapel would have stood as vivid reminders of the suppression of religious 

spectacles and images.  In his youth, his father would have imparted to him what the veiled 

images might have signified politically. What might Shakespeare, as a dramatist, have 

thought about the architectural prohibition?  It is important to note that in Elizabethan times, 

attendance at church was required if they ‘look to be saved.’151 Chapels and churches would 

have been looked upon as a conduit of salvation by the Elizabethans.  There are many 

instances in Shakespeare’s plays in which churches and chapels are used to represent these 

themes.  For example, in ‘Should I go to church / And see the holy edifice of stone’ (MV 

1.1.29-30), ‘[…] the church, our Holy Mother’ (Jn. 3.1.67), ‘The chapel where they lie, and 

tears shed there / Shall be my recreation’ (WT 3.2.236-237), and in ‘Now go with me and 

with this holy man / Into the chantry […] / And underneath that consecrated roof’ (TN 4.3.23-

25), the attachment to Catholic notion of holiness or salvation is clear.  There is, however, a 

singular instance, which is in Shakespeare’s play composed around 1597, when a church is 

associated with danger.  In this year, Shakespeare returned from London to Stratford-upon-

Avon, living in his newly expanded New Place that lay just opposite the Guild Chapel.  

Shakespeare probably had revisited the chapel, and had been reminded, and moved, by its 

veiled interior on his return.  A passage in MV, (1596-1597) authored in the same year, may 

suggest his sensitivity towards the architectural defacing of religious interior: 

                                                           
148 See Savage, R, and Fripp, E.I, Minutes, Vol.1, 128. Evidence of John Shakespeare’s religious belief has been 

fully documented in Schoenbaum, 45-54. 
149 Gee, H and Hardy, W.H, Documents illustrative of English Church History, New York. 1896. 417-442. 
150 Honan, 8. 
151 Gee and Hardy, 417-42. 
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             And see my wealthy Andrew decks in sand,     

  Vailing her high top lower than her ribs      

  To kiss her burial. Should I go to church      

  And see the holy edifice of stone      

  And not bethink me straight of dangerous rocks.     

  Which, touching but my gentle vessel’s side,     

  Would scatter all her spices on the stream,152  (MV 1.1.27-33) 

 
In this scene, Salerio sympathizes with Antonio, likening the ‘holy edifice of stone’ (MV 

1.2.30) to the ‘dang’rous rock’ (MV 1.2.31) that sinks Antony’s ship. It is rather unusual that 

a ‘holy’ (MV 1.2.30) church is associated with danger but when Bassanio appears, telling us 

his straitened circumstances due to an extravagant life style that is beyond his ‘faint means,’ 

(MV 1.1.124) the metaphor becomes understandable.  Although Bassanio has ‘disabled [his] 

estate’ (MV 1.1.122), and therefore has no means to woo Portia, Antonio, assures Bassanio 

that ‘My purse, my person, my extremest means / Lie all locked to your occasions,’ (MV 

1.1.138-139) asking, 

Well, tell me now what lady is the same          

To whom you swore a secret pilgrimage,  (MV 1.1.118-129) 

Here, a link between Catholicism, secret danger and the ‘holy edifice’ may be detected since 

Bassanio’s ‘secret pilgrimage,’ (MV 1.1.129) refers to Antonio’s clandestine love for Portia.  

The ‘church’ (MV 1.1.29), has been linked to the alluded ‘pilgrim’ who is Catholic and 

‘secret’ (MV 1.1.120) in the context of the Reformation. The above passage reminds us of the 

dangerous situation concerning the presence of iconic images in chapels and churches during 

the Reformation. If there is one thing that the interior architecture of the Guild Chapel might 

bring to bear upon Shakespeare’s perception of these religious buildings in the play, it is 

possibly the suggested danger due to the sympathy with Catholicism.    

Abutting the Guild Chapel on the south was the Grammar School, which consisted of 

three 2-storey wings creating a U shape plan. As mentioned previously, the site of the school 

was at the road junction formed by Church Street and Chapel Lane. When the school ended 

its day, children would be seen dispersing in various directions at the junction. There are at 

least two instances in Shakespeare’s plays that may be linked to his memory of schooling 

experience.  The first example is in 2H4 (1597-1598).  In the year of writing this play, 

Shakespeare was involved in the expansion of New Place, which lay just beside the Grammar 

School.  When writing Act 4, Scene 1 for this play, he possibly imagined his own schooldays 

                                                           
152 ‘Andrew’ is the name of ship. See Taylor et al., 1212 and Bate and Rasmussen, 419. 
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or he actually saw school boys running ‘East, west, north, south’ (2H4 4.1.269) near the 

crossroad, describing the dispersal of an army as ‘like a school broke up, / Each hurries 

toward his home and sporting place’ (2H4 4.1.269-270).  The other example may be found in 

AYL (1599-1600). As discussed, schools started early in the morning in Shakespeare’s time 

with classes before the nine a.m. breakfast.153 In this play, Shakespeare probably alludes that 

going to school every morning is a thing he would rather not be doing as a child:   

  Then the whining schoolboy with his satchel     

  And shining morning face, creeping like snail     

  Unwillingly to school. (AYL 2.7.144-146) 

 

 Based on the architectural drawing produced by Clark and Giles, in the 16th century, 

the west wing of the Guild Building, known as the ‘Hall,’ housed the administrative offices 

of the Corporation and the Grammar School.  The east wing housed the ‘schoolmaster’s 

chamber and a ‘1503 schoolroom,’ which was the original Grammar School that had been 

moved to the west wing in the mid-1560s. 154 The south wing contained a tenanted room, a 

kitchen and a ‘privy.’ The open plan of the ‘Hall’ suggests that it was designed with 

maximum flexibility in mind. Fitted with a large, centrally positioned fireplace, the halls on 

both levels at the west wing were multi-purpose spaces suitable for the events of feasting and 

theatrical performance (by travelling players).  At the northern wall of the upper hall was 

found archaeological evidence of the dais, a typical medieval and Renaissance hall feature.155   

Mulryne suggests that it had been used by the mayor for his ‘command’ performance. In such 

an occasion, actors would perform facing the mayor with their back to the schoolroom that 

served as a tiring room.  Behind the schoolroom was the kitchen from which serving servants 

with dishes of food would enter and leave the hall. The arrangement was similar to the 

pattern adopted for the setup of royal performances for Elizabeth I and James I at the Great 

Hall of Whitehall Palace, which also had an open plan with a dais at one end of the hall.156  

Distinguished guests would sit on the dais so that they faced the stage and the screen wall that 

had a door leading to the tiring-room and kitchen.  It was recorded that the Queen’s Men, the 

Earl of Leicester’s Men and the Earl of Worcester’s Men played frequently in Stratford-upon 

                                                           
153 Gill, S. ‘Where one is a scholemaster of grammar: The Guild School and Teaching in Stratford-upon-Avon 

c.1420-1558’ in Mulryne, 2012, 62. 
154 Giles, K, ‘Scale drawing of the Upper (or Over) Guild Hall,’ FAS Heritage, reproduced in Mulryne, 19 
155 See Mulryne, 20-12, 195, on the old floor stains marked by the dais. 
156 See similar arrangement in John Webb’s plan of the stage and auditorium for Florimene at the Hall at 

Whitehall in 1563 and its discussion in Astington, John. H, English Court Theatre, 1558-1642, Cambridge: 

Cambridge UP, 1999, 46-48. 
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Avon from the period between 1568 and 1584 with the Corporation paying for their 

performance.157 In 1568/9 John Shakespeare would have sat on the dais during his term as 

Mayor to view performances. It can be imagined that when Shakespeare was young, he took 

advantage of his status as the son of a civic leader to attend visiting shows at the Guild Hall. 

This experience would have played some role in shaping his future as a dramatist. As Honan 

suggests, Shakespeare would have been thrilled by the players’ drum and spectacle, the rare 

experience leaving an imprint on his rural memories, which he would recall from time to 

time.158  

  

 One example of the way the imagined space of the Guild Hall might play a part in 

Shakespeare’s dramatic representation is the sense of authority derived from sitting on the 

dais when representing or creating the difference between a throne and a normal chair.  

Measuring 11’8” by 5’159 the Guild Hall’s dais, which fitted the north wall in its full width 

making it a centre of attention, may have been a ready-made picture that Shakespeare came 

into possession of early in his life.  Dillon has written that in a scene in H8, the King ‘sits on 

the state, which in turn is on a raised dais,’ and such a ‘spatial position encodes the important 

facts about the rule of the kingdom.’160 This refers to the stage direction in Act 1, Scene 2 

where Cardinal Wolsey ‘places himself under the King’s feet on his right side’ (H8 Sd. 1.2).  

Dillon states that ‘the King sits at the apex of the state, raised and central; but Wolsey, his 

Lord Chancellor, holder of the Great Seal, is both literally and metaphorically his right-hand 

man, indispensable to the rule of the kingdom.’161 

  Shakespeare’s regular expression involving the dais is the ‘Chair of State.’ In 3H6, 

the titular King exclaims, ‘My lords, look where the sturdy Rebel sits / Even in the Chair of 

State’ (3H6 1.1.50-51) upon discovering that York sits on the King’s chair in a sign that 

indicates usurpation. Compare this image with that of Act 4, Scene 4, where Edward IV (the 

son who inherits York’s throne) is being carried ‘out in his gown, sitting in a chair’ (3H6 Sd. 

4.4.3-4) after being captured by Warwick, and we understand that with his chair lifted away 

from the dais, Edward, who is not sick, has been represented as silly and embarrassed.  Also, 

in Mac., Macbeth, as a new King, asks his wife to sit on the dais (‘Our hostess keeps her 

                                                           
157 Mulryne, 178-181. 
158 Honan, 33. 
159 Ibid, 195. 
160 Dillon, J. Shakespeare and the Staging of English History, Oxford: Oxford UP, 2012, 115. 
161 Ibid. 
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state’) (Mac. 3.4.5) as a signal that distinguishes this position from his own (I’ll sit, 

i’th’midst’) (Mac. 3.4.9).  An image of the dais or its absence thereof is thus a tool for 

Shakespeare to represent the concept of authority.  

   HOLY TRINITY CHURCH 

 The Holy Trinity Church of Stratford-upon-Avon stood at the south end of the town 

on the bank of River Avon.  It was a stone structure having a cruciform shape with a tower on 

the interception of the main nave/chancel and the transepts.  A north porch extended from the 

nave as the main entrance of this building.  Another structure, a lean-to, which was the 

charnel house used as a receptacle for bones, was once attached to the chancel. In 1451, the 

Holy Trinity Church became a Collegiate Church, which was administered by a college of 

canons, and was supported by tithes, the money donated to the church.  When the monasteries 

were dissolved by Henry VIII during the Reformation, the right to collect tithes were 

reassigned.  In 1605, Shakespeare purchased a share in the tithe privileges of the church.162 

This means that he had a share in its rights, revenues and administrative duties.  It was 

customary to move bones from the graveyard into a charnel house to make way for more 

burials but Shakespeare was buried in the chancel near the north wall: his remains have not 

been moved to the charnel house.  It is likely that his purchase of the interest in the church 

tithes had qualified him as a lay clergyman, earning for himself a permanent resting place 

inside building. ‘Charnel’ is mentioned in Rom. and Mac.. In Rom, Juliet exclaims,  

  Or hide me nightly in a charnel house, 

  O’ercovered quite with dead men’s rattling bones,   
  With reeky shanks and yellow chapless skulls;  
  Or bid me go into a new-made grave 
  And hide me with a dead man in his tomb -- (Rom. 4.1.81-86) 

In the above passage, Shakespeare portrays the custom of moving bones. Historically, as the 

churchyard was crowded with corpses, new rooms were constantly being made for new 

burials and in the process, older remains had to be disinterred and lodged in the charnel 

house.  The horrific image, invoked by Juliet in conjunction with the Friar’s plan to make her 

unconscious (during which time her body will rest in the family tomb), is powerful in 

conveying the disregard of unpredictable consequence, marking her as brave.  In Mac., 

Macbeth complains to his wife: 

                                                           
162 Shakespeare’s tithe record, 25 July 1605.  SBT, MS. ER 27/2.  See transcript by Chambers, Vol.2, 119-122. 
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     Prithee see there.              

Behold, look, lo! [To the Ghost] How say you? -- 

       Why, what care I? If thou canst nod, speak too. 

       If charnel houses and our graves must send  

       Those that we bury back, our monuments  

       Shall be the maws of kites.    (Mac. 3.4.67-71) 

 

He learns from the murderer whom he has engaged that Banquo has been successfully killed.  

However, as Macbeth later sees the ghost of Banquo sitting in his chair, he comments, in 

disbelieving horror to his wife, upon the distinct function of the charnel house that if the dead 

are to return to their graves from the living world, then there is no point in having one. One 

might as well let ‘kites’ (Mac. 3.4.71) or ravens feed on them.163 It is known that the charnel 

house consisted of two levels: the upper storey was a sacristy and the lower was a receptacle 

for bones. 164 In use in Shakespeare’s days, the structure may have inspired the imagery in the 

two passages above. 

 At the entrance porch of the church, graves lay on either side of the path that led to its 

gate.  Together with the avenue of lime trees, the gravestones cast shadows on the ground 

throughout the year, resulting in a melancholic atmosphere. In Act 5 Scene 2 of MND, it is 

possible to imagine that the imagery in Robin’s epilogue to represent the darkness of the 

world is drawn from the church: 

Now it is the time of night       

     That the graves, all gaping wide,      

 Every one lets forth his sprite       

     In the churchway paths to glide;  (MND 5.2.9-12) 

 

Robin, as one who can straddle the worlds of the human and the supernatural, reminds us that 

another reality belonging to the underworld exists, one which is not for fun-making fairytales 

but for terrifying animals -- ‘hungry lion,’ (MND 5.1.1) ’wolf,’ (MND 5.1.2) ‘screech 

owls,’(MND 5.2.6) and, especially, for the dead.  It is possible that Shakespeare, when 

composing for this scene, was inspired by the thought of deaths and burials under the ground 

of the church. 

The gate of the church porch was further fitted with a knocker.  In Elizabethan times, 

if a fugitive could reach the knocker before being apprehended, he or she could claim the 

                                                           
163 Muir. K. Macbeth, London: The Arden Shakespeare, 1984, 92-93.  See also Taylor et al., 2536. 
164 Wheler, R. B., ‘Collectanea’, 211, 1820, SBT ER/1/8.  According to Wheler, in 1620, the ‘minister’s studye’ 

was located over the ‘Bonehouse,’ 
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right of sanctuary for 40 days within the church compound, and thus avoid prosecution within 

this period.165 It may be imagined that the Holy Trinity Church was the background for the 

figurative use of sanctuary right in several of Shakespeare’s plays.  In MM (1603-4), written 

just before he bought his church share, Shakespeare probably alludes to the sanctuary of the 

Church. Angelo, realizing that he desires Isabella, a postulant, ponders whether he should 

‘raze the sanctuary, / And pitch our evils there’ (MM 2.2.176-177).  Also, in 3H6, 

Shakespeare mentions the right of sanctuary on the consecrated ground of a church.  In such a 

place, Edward V was born: ‘I’ll hence forthwith unto the sanctuary, / To save at least the heir 

of Edward’s right’ (3H6 4.5.31-32). Again in Err., Emilia says Antipholus ‘took this place 

for sanctuary, /And it shall privilege him from your hands,’(Err. 5.1.95-96): Antipholus seeks 

refuge in an abbey for fear of being arrested for a debt.  In imagining the space of the 

sanctuary for Shakespeare’s plays, it appears that the right of refuge applied not only to the 

church itself, but that it extended to the churchyard and the surrounding land at a considerable 

distance, as John Stow has written: 

And now to passe to the famous Monastery of Westminster: at the very entrance of 

the Close thereof, is a lane that leadeth toward the west, called Theeuing lane, for that 

theeues were led that way to the Gate house, while the sanctuary continued in 

force.166 

The right of sanctuary was retained by Westminster even after the dissolution of the 

monasteries in 1540 until James I completely abolished it in 1624.167  Elizabethan audiences 

would be familiar with the doctrines of sanctuary and the benefit of clergy, and Shakespeare 

took advantage of this fact.    

WARWICK CASTLE 

In his childhood excursions, Shakespeare had likely visited at least the compound of 

the country house at Charlecote -- the seat of the Lucys, M.P. and Justice of Peace of the 

county Warwickshire -- four miles upstream from Stratford-upon-Avon at Wellesbourne, a 

                                                           
165  ‘A criminal who had reached the safety of sanctuary was allowed to remain there for forty days […] he was 

given a specified number of days in which to go unmolested to the nearest port and leave the kingdom […]’ See 

Ridley, J, A Brief History of The Tudor Age. London: Robinson, 2002, 87.   
166 Kingsford, C.L. (ed). ‘The Citie of Westminster,’ A Survey of London, by John Stow: Reprinted from the   

text of 1603 (1908): 97-124. British History Online, http://www.british-

history.ac.uk/report.aspx?compid=60057, accessed on 4 Oct. 2014. 
167 ‘The Privilege of Sanctuary’, English Legal History, 

http://englishlegalhistory.wordpress.com/2013/05/27/the-privilege-of-sanctuary/, accessed on 1 Oct. 2014. 
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village in Warwickshire. Shakespeare might also have visited Warwick castle in the town of 

Warwick.  This castle lay a further four miles upstream from Charlecote Park house. In 1604, 

Warwick castle was granted by King James I to Sir Fulke Greville (1554-1628), first Baron 

Brooke, an early patron of Shakespeare.   

Warwick castle has a picturesque presence because it sits on a sandstone cliff that 

rises dramatically above an abrupt bend of the river Avon (see Fig.1, p.16). The river point 

that the castle occupied was a junction of two important trading routes -- River Avon and the 

Fosse Way -- an old Roman Road, and from this point the structure of Warwick dominated 

the town.  The building played a central role in several momentous events in British history. 

Founded by the Beauchamps, widely regarded as the most distinguished family in 

Warwickshire as a national power base for their earldoms for close to two centuries (1268-

1492), it was from this residence that Richard Neville (1428 – 1471), the 16th Earl of 

Warwick, derived the name Warwick the Kingmaker.  This was due to the Earl’s pivotal role 

as a royal arbiter of power, which secured the thrones for Edward IV and Henry VI, or a 

‘setter-up and plucker-down of kings’ (3H6, 2.3.37) as he is referred to in 3H6.168 Warwick 

castle might have been visited by Shakespeare.  Geographically, the two county towns in 

Warwickshire -- Shakespeare’s own Stratford-upon-Avon, and Warwick -- were river-

crossing settlements by the Avon and were linked by the river.  In 1604, the castle was 

granted by King James I to Sir Fulke Greville, who was son and heir of Fulke Greville (same 

name as his son) of Beauchamps Court, and who was a statesman and literary patron, well 

known for saying that he wanted ‘to be known to posterity under no other notions than of 

Shakespeare’s and Ben Jonson’s master.’169 It is conceivable that the junior Greville knew 

Shakespeare personally. Park Honan writes that Southampton first learnt about the playwright 

through Greville, who was ‘no mean judge of the talented.170 The Greville family, also based 

in Stratford-upon-Avon, was involved in the administration of the town. Greville’s father 

(1536-1606) was a Town Recorder of Stratford in 1591-1606.171 For many years prior to 

becoming a Recorder, he was known to have been a regular visitor to the Corporation, having 

been entertained as a local dignitary by the town council, as the Minutes and Accounts shows, 

                                                           
168 See Stephens, W.B, ‘The Borough of Warwick: The Castle and Castle Estate in Warwick’, A History of the 

County of Warwick: Vol. 8, the City of Coventry and Borough of Warwick, 1969, London: Victoria County 

History, 1969, 452-475. 
169 Quoted in Chambers, William Shakespeare, 1930, Vol.2, 250. 
170 Honan, 175 
171 Rees, J., Fulke Greville, Lord Brooke, 1554-1628: A Critical Biography.  LA: California UP, 1971, 12. 
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with sack and claret in 1583.172 The old Greville would have known John Shakespeare (1531-

1601), who served a variety of roles as alderman and mayor for the council in the period 

between 1564 and1586.  As with his father, the younger Greville, who was 10 years older 

than Shakespeare, was involved in the Corporation, having also served in the capacity of 

Recorder after his father’s death.173 Importantly, he was also a member of a number of 

literary circles, including the Areopagus which he founded with Sir Philip Sydney as well as 

the Southampton Circle.174 Southampton was a patron of Shakespeare, the latter having 

acknowledged his obligation to Southampton in his poems, referring to the Earl as a 

‘godfather’ in the preface of Ven.. Park Honan writes that ‘[p]atronage networks were fluid 

[…] the earl came to court with the poet Fulke Greville […]. Southampton had heard a little 

of Shakespeare from the younger Fulke Greville […] and felt more disposed to be 

encouraging.’175 Greville became the owner of Warwick castle in 1604, and it is possible that 

Shakespeare had access to Greville’s castle on account of such a network, especially since 

Shakespeare’s own house was close to his castle.   

Mac.’s (1606) year of composition that nearly coincides with the year (1604) Greville 

came into ownership of Warwick castle, and the reference to the specific bird, ‘martlet’ (Mac. 

1.6.4) at Inverness castle may suggest that Shakespeare had seen the castle. In the play 

Banquo comments on the intriguing image of ‘temple-haunting martlet[s]’ (Mac. 1.6.4) 

building nests on the outer walls of the building. In depicting the castle’s outer walls as a 

habitat for the bird, Shakespeare mentions specifically the species ‘martlet’ instead of other 

kinds of birds.176 This refers to the swift, whose image had been used as a sign in heraldry in 

the history of Warwick castle.177 The founders of the castle, the Beauchamps, had adopted the 

martlets as their crest’s totem, which was described as ‘Gules, a fess between six martlets.’178 

In medieval castles, heraldic crests, along with other adornment were typically displayed 

prominently above the entrance porch door.  They were also often incorporated in the stone 

                                                           
172 Minutes and Accounts 1533-1620, Vol.2, 40. 
173 Rees, 1971, 16. 
174 Greville supported a number of notable writers such as Samuel Daniel, Francis Bacon and John Speed. For a 

detailed analysis and evidence of the patronage relationship, please see Rees, 41-43.  
175 Honan, 175. 
176 For the habitat of other kinds of birds such as sparrows, Shakespeare alludes to the holes underneath houses’ 

roof eaves (the edges of the roof which overhang the face of a wall) in which they nestle: ‘sparrows must not 

build in his house-eaves’ (MM 3.1.386). In MV, the martlet and its habitat are used as a comparison of human 

behaviour.  Portia compares men who don’t look beyond what their eyes see to the martlet that ‘Builds in the 

weather on the outward wall’ (2.9.28-29).  
177 ‘Martlet, n2,’ OED. 
178 Richardson, D. Plantagenet Ancestry: A Study in Colonial and Medieval Families, Baltimore: Genealogical 

Publishing, 2004, 36. 
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carving of the over-mantel and mullions of stained glass of the bay windows of great halls. 

The martlet, as a main figure in Warwick’s crest, would probably have inspired 

Shakespeare’s mention of the birds that circle around Inverness in Mac.. 

   CHARLECOTE PARK HOUSE 

The biographical source for Shakespeare’s visits to Charlecote Park house is from 

Nicholas’s Rowe (1674-1718), Shakespeare’s first biographer, who recorded: 

He [Shakepeare] had, […] fallen into ill Company; and amongst them, some that made a 

frequent practise of Deer-stealing, engag’d him with them more than once in robbing a Park 

that belong’d to Sir Thomas Lucy of Cherlecot, near Stratford.  For this he was prosecuted by 

that Gentleman […] and in order to revenge that ill Usage, he made a Ballad upon him. […] 

that it redoubled the Prosecution against him to that degree, that he was oblig’d to leave this 

Business and Family in Warwickshire…and shelter himself in London.179   
       

Although the real reason of Shakespeare’s migration to London have yet to be ascertained, 

modern biographers generally believe that Shakespeare was involved in a minor trespass on 

the estate of Charlecote Park because Rowe’s account may be cross-referenced to many 

scenes in Shakespeare’s plays.  Park Honan draws attention to the depicted adventurous 

behaviour of Shakespeare’s dramatic characters and their sympathetic attitudes towards 

venery.  Reminding us that poaching is historically popular in Warwickshire, Honan writes 

that the fact that Shakespeare is familiar with ‘stalking, brakes, cover, the deer head’s 

sensitivity to slight “noise of thy cross-bow’’ (3H6, 3.1.6), and the ways of quiet, ‘strategic 

poaching’ rather than the ‘legitimate chase of the hounds’ suggest that Shakespeare learnt the 

knowledge through personal experience.180 The knowledge may also be seen in MND for the 

‘observation’ (MND 4.1.103) of the hunting of harts by hounds in the month of May.  In Act 

4, Scene 1, Theseus orders his men: 

  Go, one of you, find out the forester,      

  For now our observation is performed;      

  And since we have the vanguard of the day,     

  My love shall hear the music of my hounds.     

  Uncouple in the western valley; let them go.     

  Dispatch, I say, and find the forester.  Exit one   

  We will, fair queen, up to the mountain’s top,     

  And mark the musical confusion       

  Of hounds and echo in conjunction. (MND 4.1.560-567)  

                                                           
179 Rowe, N. Some Account of the Life of Mr. William Shakespeare (1709), Los Angeles: The Augustan Reprint 

Society, 1948, 3. 
180 Honan, 58. 
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In the above passage, the characters are in the slopes of a hill.  Since the forester is named for 

the location of harts, it means that this person knows where these animals might be grazing.  

Moreover, he is likely to have goaded them to their thickets to be sheltered so that they 

cannot be roused by his hounds which have already known the location.  He will monitor the 

harts’ conditions and movements until he hears instructions from Theseus to unleash his 

hounds. 

In Wiv., there are also several references that may be linked to Charlecote Park. In the 

play, Shallow comes from Gloucester to ‘make a Star Chamber matter’ (Wiv. 1.1.1) of an 

offence of deer poaching on his estate grounds.  In Act 1, Scene 1:  

SLENDER    All his successors […] may.  They may give the dozen white           

  luces in the coat.       

 SHALLOW   It is an old coat.               

 EVANS         The dozen white louses do become an old coat well.  It agrees            

     well passant: it is a familiar beast to man, and signifies love.     

 SHALLOW   The luce is the fresh fish; the salt fish is an old cod.       (Wiv.1.1.11-16) 

 
Shallow is a Justice of Peace, a position Lucy also held. Moreover, his coat of arms is 

described as the same as that of Lucy’s. The Luce is the fresh water fish of River Avon by 

which Charlecote was erected and its figure had been adopted by the Lucy family for their 

heralds since Roman times.181  

As a country house, Charlecote had magnificent architecture as well as a beautiful 

landscape. Constructed of bricks and dressed with stones, it is ‘the earliest of the great 

Elizabethan houses.’182 Externally, the building facade consists of a series of transomed 

openings, large bay windows, gabled roofs, turrets and ornate chimneys.  The building’s plan 

has adopted a shape that resembles an ‘E’ whose central, shorter stroke is the entrance porch 

that gave direct access to the house. The long vertical wing housed the great hall, which was 

connected to the south and north wings on two ends.  The part of the south wing connected to 

the great hall had a morning room, which was attached to the suite of rooms forming the 

remaining part of the wing.  The connecting part of the north wing, on the other hand, had a 

drawing room, and it led to a formal state room that occupied the rest of the north wing. 

Charlecote’s plan was further adorned with four octagonal stair turrets at the wings’ outer 

                                                           
181 See Franklyn, J, Shield & Crest, London: Mac Gibbon & Kee, 1967, 123. In 1189, Walter de Monfort 

inherited Charlecote from his father, Thurstan de Monfort, whose mother is believed to be the daughter of 

Robert de Mellent, Earl of Leicester.  A marriage between Walter and a Lucy heiress founded the line of de 

Lucy of Cherlecote.  See Fairfax-Lucy, 315-7. 
182 Salzman, L.F. A History of Warwick, Vol. 5, London: OUP for the University of London, 1949, 34. 
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corners, each of which was crowned by a metal-clad cupola topped by a weather vane. Set 

against a clear sky, the vertical architectural edge, the series of triangular windowed gables 

forming a serrated roof ridge, and the projecting central ashlar porch together creates a 

picturesque architecture that rose magnificently in the landscape. 183  

 

 

Figs. 6 & 7  Front porch of Charlecote Park House showing passant heraldry and 

braces carved in fish scales 

 
 Upon arrival and entering under the gatehouse’ arch (which  was situated about 80 

meters from the main house) and walking through the symbolic gravelled court behind it, the 

architectural traces of the estate’s historical past and usage as well as some distinctive ideas 

about the social practice of the English country house can be seen.  For example, the porch at 

Charlecote Park had a pair of Ionic columns flanking the arched doorway on its two sides.184 

Above these columns rose another pair of classical pilasters that were supported by projecting 

braces carved in figures of fish-scales (Figs. 6 and 7). The pilasters terminated in a corniced 

balustrade having two carved heraldic passant creatures, which are holding staves. In Wiv., 

when Evan innocently comments on the ‘white louses’ (he takes Slender’s ‘luces’ (Wiv. 

1.1.10) which corresponds to the porch’s fish-scales as the plural of ‘lice’) on Shallow’s ‘old 

coat’ (Wiv. 1.1.11) (Evan mistakes it for an old article of clothing) saying, ‘it agrees well 

                                                           
183 Erected in 1558 to replace an old home, Charlecote Park House was built for the purpose of displaying the 

prestige and state power of the family of Lucy, who sat as Knight of the Shire for Warwickshire, and who was 

the 14th succeeding descendant of the great baronial family of de Lucy of Cherlecote. The prestige of the house 

as a sign of power peaked when in the historical moment in 1565 Robert Dudley, Earl of Leicester, on Queen 

Elizabeth I’s behalf, knighted the owner in the great hall lit by a large bay window where the family coats of 

arms were set like jewels on a background of luminant green tinted glass.  The social status of Lucy was 

enhanced by the Queen’s visit to the household in 1572, resting in person in the great bed chamber for two 

nights.  
184 An Ionic column is a kind of pillar designed with classical Graeco-Roman motif. 
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passant / It is a familiar beast to man,’ (Wiv. 1.1.12-13) (‘passant’ corresponds to the porch’s 

animal), Shakespeare may have been referring to this herald that are represented by the luce 

and passant emblems. 

An Elizabethan visitor would step into an entrance hallway that led to the left end of 

the great hall upon entering the porch. The great hall was large and its walls were furnished 

with elaborate timber panels known as wainscot. Two large, arch doors at its hall end opened 

into a passage that led to the kitchen.  These two doors would allow the serving of food from 

the kitchen to the hall with a certain style: the porch had a musician’s gallery built over it, 

where music could be played in conjunction with the dramatic moment when progressing 

servants carrying food emerged from the archways under the gallery. This was connected at 

its northern end to a grand stair hall which was preceded by the lobby/long gallery for 

receiving visitors, and which had high ceilings and the entire walls elaborately decorated with 

the wainscote.  Behind this lobby, stairs ran along three sides of the wall, ending on a stretch 

of gallery leading to the bedroom suites on the first floor. As spaces for displaying pedigree 

and prestige, both the grand stair hall and the gallery had many family portraits hung along its 

walls so that visitors to the house could see the pictures in detail as he or she mounted the 

stairs.  

Although there is no evidence showing that Shakespeare had seen the interior of 

Charlecote Park, the setting of Act 3 Scene 2, Act 5 Scene 1, and Act 5 Scene 3 of 2H4, 

another play that also features Justice Shallow, are evocative of activities in such a house as 

well as hospitality that its spacious rooms afford.  In these scenes, the great hall and the great 

kitchen exist not so much as a circulation space that facilitates movements from one place to 

another within the house but rather as a social space. Yet associating the depicted interactions 

in the play between the host and guests in conjunction with the social space -- the great 

hall/great kitchen -- the impression of prestige as well as deliberate hospitality (by host guest) 

and emergent sociability (by guests) resonate throughout the scenes. In Act 3, Scene 2, there 

is a deliberate move to connect the setting with the Inns of court with which the characters 

are associated and the palace (through allusions to ‘he is at Oxford still,’ (2H4 3.2.9) ‘Inns o’ 

Court,’ (e.g. 2H4 3.2.11) ‘Clement’s Inn,’ (e.g. 2H4 3.2.12) ‘Gray’s Inn’ (e.g. 2H4 3.2.26), 

‘the court,’ (2H4 3.2.243) (royal) and ‘the Tilt-yard’ (2H4 3.2.263) at Whitehall, as well as 

high administrative post (such as ‘esquire of this county’) (2H4 3.2.47) and ‘Kings Justices of 

the peace’) (2H4 3.2.48).  They inject into the scene the aura of prestige due to education and 

high position. The stream of guests arriving at the host’s hall in this scene suggests the 
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spaciousness of room space in the hall of the house. Hospitable moments are enacted by the 

gesture of welcoming guests such as ‘come on, come on, come on. Give me your hand,’ (2H4 

3.2.1) ‘welcome’ (e.g. 2H4 3.2.68) and ‘visit our house’ (2H4 3.2.242). These help to portray 

country life and the interesting behavior of upper-class characters, representing their complex 

social relationships. In the play, the Justice has a ‘goodly dwelling and a rich’ (2H4 5.3.4) 

home with an ‘orchard’ (2H4 5.3.1).  Inside his house, he makes Falstaff, a knight, and the 

other guests as welcome as possible.  In Act 3, Scene 2, he insists that Falstaff and the 

gentlemen guests stay: ‘Come, let’s to dinner; come, let’s to dinner […] Come, come’ (2H4 

3.2.180-181). However, Falstaff cannot delay because he needs to march ‘a dozen mile 

tonight’ (2H4 3.2.239) toward the war.  As Falstaff departs, having shared the many ‘mad 

days’ (2H4 3.2.26) college memories with Shallow, the latter extends his invitation again, 

saying ‘As you return, visit my house […]’ (2H4 3.2.242). There is in fact an underlying 

dissension between Shallow and Falstaff despite the former’s insistent invitation to Falstaff.  

In the scene Falstaff recalls aloud Shallow’s many character flaws.  According to him, 

Shallow’s ‘vice of lying’ (2H4 3.2.249) makes him a ‘Vice’s dagger’ (2H4 3.2.261), or a 

droll, and that Falstaff will one day ‘snap [his jaws] at’ (2H4 3.2.270] Shallow by tricking 

him out of his wealth.185 Shallow seems to be aware of Falstaff’s animosity and thinks that ‘a 

friend i’th’ court is better than a penny in purse’ (2H4 5.1.25). In another scene, Act 5, Scene 

1, Shallow again urges Davy to prepare the house for a warm welcome for his guests and 

Falstaff for dinner: ‘By cock and pie, sir, you shall not away tonight […] I will not excuse 

you […] there is no excuse shall serve […]’ (2H4 5.1.4-5). His detailed attention to actions 

involving cooking -- preparing ‘Some pigeons […] a couple of short-legged hens, a joint of 

mutton, and any pretty little tiny kickshaws, tell William Cook,’ (2H4 5.1.21-23), and 

questioning about whether ‘the man of war stay all night’ (2H4 5.1.24) evokes the activities 

in the great kitchen.186 In Act 5, Scene 3, sounding a note that he feels extremely happy and 

welcome, Shallow’s fellow colleague, Justice Silence, surprises the party by becoming very 

noisy.  Shakespeare makes the Justice sing in the hall, creating the atmosphere of 

comradeship among fellow noblemen:  

  ‘Tis merry in hall, when beards wag all,      

  And welcome merry Shrovetide.  (2H4 5.3.31-32) 

                                                           
185 ‘Vice dagger’ refers to the clownish behaviour of the Vice of morality plays.  See Taylor et al., 1403. 
186 ‘Kickshaws’ refers to fancy dishes.  See Taylor et al., 1424 and Bate and Rasmussen, 1014. 
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Notably, in Act 3, Scene 2, the portrayed interaction between guests and host in the social 

space of the great hall signals a unique relationship between Shallow and Falstaff. It appears 

that even with the latent antagonism, the two persons do not alter their outward show of 

amity -- Shallow by preparing the house to receive him hospitably, and Falstaff by treating 

Shallow with dignity by showing that he enjoys his warm welcome in the house. 

The kitchen of such houses was built on a large scale to accommodate various types 

of activities, reflecting the grandeur of the house.187 Its large size was essential for the owner 

of the house to express his status and dignity.  Girouard writes that the great kitchen is a 

country house’ service center or complex, consisting of adjoining rooms devoted for cooking, 

the storing of provisions and for household work. Lucy’s rebuilding of Charlecote estate may 

be connected to his scheme of establishing a power-base -- through providing hospitality in 

the large neighbourhood of Felden plain. In this house, it was recorded that two cooks and 

several kitchen-maids could move about freely while turning the spit jack on the cooking pit 

to roast haunches of venison from the nearby park or tench and luce from the Avon, 

suggesting large cooking areas.188 Great kitchens form part of Shakespeare’s architectural 

storehouse from which images are drawn to portray houses of nobles in his plays.  In his 

plays, allusions to component rooms within the great kitchen may be gathered to give an 

overall impression of the organization of its space, which appears even in plays set in Roman 

and medieval times. A large ‘buttery’ (Shr., Ind. 1.98), the butler’s domain, provided ample 

space for the preparation of wine and ale. A spacious room next to it, the ‘pantry,’ (Rom. 

1.3.102) which was in the charge of the pantler, housed the ovens. The ‘larder’ (e.g. H8 5.3.3) 

and ‘pastry,’ (e.g. Rom. 4.4.2) were rooms for storing food and for making pastry dishes 

respectively. The spicery on the other hand stored ‘spices’ (e.g. Rom. 4.4.1). These rooms led 

into the main kitchen that contained the large central ‘hearth’ (e.g. Cor. 4.5.21), which was 

built as far as possible from the house. On festive occasions, all these rooms or ‘offices’ (e.g. 

Oth. 2.2.7) would be thrown open for servants to enjoy the ‘full liberty of feasting’ (e.g. Oth. 

2.2.7). On royal occasions when dinner was served, servants attended their respective 

                                                           
187 Although the kitchen of Charlecote House had been replaced by an 18th century one, judging from the size of  

its original footprint, it would have been large in scale. 
188 The entry in the 1578 account book of Charlecote shows that the owner employed two cooks, a ‘clerk’, a 

‘pantry yeoman’, a butler, a baker, a brewer and an underbrewer for the great kitchen.  See Fairfax-Lucy, 91-2.  

See also Salzman, L. F., 'Parishes: Charlecote.' A History of the County of Warwick, Vol. 5, Kington Hundred. 

London: Victoria County History, 1949, 34-38. 
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working zones, with the ‘sewer,’ (Mac. Sd. 1.7.1) serving the dishes at the table as head of 

the servants. These facilities are for supporting the lifestyle of owners and their deployment 

in the play that indicates the nature of their use will be discussed in Chapter Four.  

  

COVENTRY 

  

Shakespeare probably had visited Coventry (20 miles from Stratford) and Kenilworth (15 

miles from Stratford), known for their tradition of shows.  It is likely that as an adolescent, 

Shakespeare had visited there with his father and watched the Coventry shows.  Scattered 

references of his plays have been linked to these shows by biographers and critics.  

Schoenbaum writes that in TGV, Julia says ‘at Pentecost, / When all our pageants of delight 

were played, / Our youth got me to play the woman’s part,’ (TGV 4.4.143-144) recalling an 

entertainment show at Pentecost.189 Park Honan also writes that in MND, Oberon’s ‘a 

mermaid on a dolphin’s back’ (MND 2.1.150) conjures up the Kenilworth pageant, Lady of 

the Lake in which Triton rode on a mermaid, and Arion on a dolphin’s back.’190 Others such 

as Michael O’Connell writes that these performances have an influence, which is ‘theatrical 

and entirely memorial’ on Shakespeare’s imagination.191 For example, he writes that in Ham., 

Claudius’ ‘O, my offence is rank! It smells to heaven,’ (Ham. 3.3.37) drawing on the effect of 

a Coventry’s performance ‘in which the smoke of Cain’s sacrifice, probably produced by 

damp straws, spreads offensively over the audience.’192 

     

I have assembled some of the key architectural images that may be linked to large 

country houses when Shakespeare represents upper class social dynamics in Table Two 

below.  A broad outline of such a building may be imagined through the listed components of 

interior and exterior architecture: 

 

 

                                                           
189 Schoenbaum, 111. 
190 Honan, 34. 
191 O’Connell, M., ‘King Lear and the Summons of Death’ in Shakespeare and the Middle Ages, Perry C. and 

Watkins, J. (eds) Oxford: OUP, 2009, 201. 
192 Ibid. 
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High Roof […] their thoughts do hit / The roofs of palaces, (Cym. 3.3.83-84) 
Weather Vane 'twas the vane on the house. (Ado. 3.3.100) 

Gable and Lead Roofs […] leads fill’d, and ridges hors’d with variable 

complexions,193  
(Cor. 2.1.179-

180) 
Chimneys and Turrets To towers and windows, yea, to chimney tops, (JC 1.1.38-39) 
Bay-windows Why, it hath bay windows transparent as 

barricadoes, 
(TN 4.2.30-31) 

  
Gate  Make me a willow cabin at your gate / And call 

upon my soul within the house, 
(TN 1.5.222-223) 

Great Hall Let’s briefly put on manly readiness, / And meet 

I’th’ hall together. 
(Mac. 2.3.126-

127) 
Wainscot This fellow will but join you together as they 

join wainscot; then one of you prove a shrunk 

panel and, like green timber, warp, warp.  

(AYL 3.3.64-66) 

Presence Chamber [… ] the two great cardinals / Wait in the 

presence. 

(H8 3.1.16-17) 

Drawing Chamber He has almost supped.  Why have you left the 

chamber? 

(Mac. 1.7.28-29) 

 

Privy Chamber […] is the banquet ready / I'th’ privy chamber? (H8 1.4.98-99) 

Bedchamber First, her bedchamber --   

Where, I confess, I slept not, 

(Cym. 2.4.66-67) 

Fireplace Her andirons – […] were two winking Cupids 

/Of silver, each on one foot standing,  

(Cym. 2.4.88-90) 

Closet  She desires to speak with you in her closet, ere 

you go to bed. 

(Ham. 3.2.293-

294) 

Kitchen/Servant Quarters All offices are open, and there is full of feasting 

[…] 

Even for our kitchens / We kill the fowl of 

season. 

(Oth. 2.2.7-8) 

(MM 2.2.86-87) 

Larder Good Master porter, I belong to th’ larder. (H8 5.3.3) 

Pantry  […] the Nurse cursed in the pantry, (Rom. 1.3.102) 

Pastry They call for dates and quinces in the pastry.  (Rom. 4.4.2) 

Spicery  Hold, take these keys, and fetch more spices, 

Nurse. 

(Rom. 4.4.1) 

 

Buttery  Go, sirrah, take them to the buttery […] (Shr. Ind.1.98)  

Buttery-bar I pray you bring your / hand to th’ buttery-bar, 

and let it drink. 

(TN 1.3.57-58) 

Gallery For in my gallery thy picture hangs; (1H6 2.3.36) 

External Façade No jutty, frieze, / Buttress, nor coign of vantage 

but this bird / Hath made his pendant bed […] 

(Mac. 1.6.6-8) 

Pavement The marble pavement closes, he is entered (Cym. 5.5.214) 

Mansion Peep through thy marble mansion. Help, / Or we 

poor ghosts will cry   
(Cym. 5.5.181-

182) 

Table 2  Allusions to architecture evoking a country house 

In the above assembled imagery, vertical height and superior material (marbles, carved wood 

and metal) help to invoke wonderment.  On the other hand, spatial (exclusive rooms and great 

                                                           
193 ‘Leads’ refers to lead roofs, and ‘ridges’ means roof ridges.  See Taylor et al., 2752 and Bate and Rasmussen, 

1561. 
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kitchen) quality denotes prestige, privacy, and hospitality. From the organised, dedicated 

kitchen suggesting a detailed division of labour, we get the sense that feeding the owner’s 

desire for exquisite food is integral to living in these households. As the above table shows, 

these features, which are evocative of and typical to the country house are deployed across 

the plays set in different times and places, indicating the nature of the use and idea of features 

seen in the country house. These facilities are about the concerns of comfort and leisure and 

the means that support them. As I will show in the thesis’ chapters that analyze buildings and 

architectural spaces used by Shakespeare, the pattern of use relating to these rooms through 

what is implied in characters’ dialogues provides for Shakespeare nuanced ways of 

representing them, their experienced reality, and themes relating to governance and class.  
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Chapter Two 

Shakespeare’s Architectural Encounter: The ‘Lost Years,’ Early 

London Phase, Stratford 1597-1599 and Great Career Phase 

In the previous chapter I explored the physical environment constituting Shakespeare’s 

architectural experience in his formative years up to 1578 when he was 14 and withdrawn 

from school.  As a child, the places he visited were primarily his own town Stratford-upon-

Avon, and the rural areas in the county of Warwickshire.  Continuing the exploration of his 

encounter with buildings, in this chapter, I will look into various stages of his biography from 

1578 to 1616 when he died at the age of 52.  

The ‘LOST YEARS’ (1578 – 1592) 

 The biographical window presented by the ‘Lost Years’ has inspired various theories 

regarding the whereabouts of Shakespeare during the period from 1585 to1592, including the 

speculation that he travelled abroad.  Richard Paul Roe’s research in The Shakespeare Guide 

to Italy: Retracing the Bard’s Unknown Travel (published in 2011), argues that Shakespeare 

spent time in Italy. In this book, Roe wrote that since Shakespeare was able to depict a large 

number of detailed scenes that closely match that of the actual, contemporary Italian cities, 

the dramatist had probably visited them before.194 Roe attempted to demonstrate through 

mapping many actual locations onto specific depicted places in 10 of Shakespeare’s plays 

that have Italian connections -- Rom., TGV, Shr., MV, Oth., MND, AWW, Ado, WT, and Tmp. 

-- that the way many places in the drama are precisely depicted suggest that Shakespeare 

might have been to these cities. For example, in Rom., there is an ancient grove of sycamore 

trees under which Romeo hides:  

 BENVOLIO  Where, underneath the grove of sycamore 

                  That westward rooteth from the city side, 

                  So early walking did I see your son. (Rom. 1.1.108-111) 

     

Roe conducted an on-site verification of the landscape in Verona based on the depicted 

setting. He discovered that on the west side of the city, there actually could be found stands 

of native sycamore trees that appear to be ‘remnants of a grove that had flourished in that 

                                                           
194 Roe, a lawyer by profession, had degrees in literature and European history.  After retiring from his legal 

profession, he travelled to Italy to study the historical and architectural details about the Italian cities such as 

Verona, Milan, Pisa and Padua, in order to show that they match those in Shakespeare’s play. 
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place for centuries,’ corresponding to the description in the passage.195 The ‘grove had been 

the great green refuge of a young man sick with love,’ says Roe.196 He also examined the 

possible sources of Shakespeare’s materials, including the original tale by Luigi da Porto 

(1535), and the subsequent English translation by Arthur Brooke (1562). Finding no mention 

whatsoever of sycamore trees in the sources, Roe therefore suggests that Shakespeare might 

have known the trees through personal experience.  ‘He [Shakespeare] had deliberately 

dropped an odd little stone about a real grove of trees into the pool of his powerful drama,’ 

asserts Roe.197 Indeed, from the location of the actual sycamore groves as surveyed by Roe in 

Verona, one could see that only the western side had them.198 The urban landscape of Verona 

fits nicely into Shakespeare’s portrayal that Verona ‘a grove of Sycamores / Westward 

rooteth from the city's side’ (Rom. 1.1.106-107). Roe ruled out the likelihood that the trees 

had been planted ex post facto.  Those were not new trees but leftover ancient groves that had 

been sporadically ‘cut and hacked away by boulevards and crossings, by building blocks and 

all the ruthless quirks of urbanization.’199Adducing evidence in this way, Roe demonstrated 

that Shakespeare was very precise in many descriptions of actual locations in Italy, -- 

Florence (AWW), Messina (Ado.) Milan (TGV), Padua (Shr.), Pisa (Shr.), Sicily, Verona 

(TGV), and Venice (MV), -- suggesting Shakespeare had visited these places before. 

 There is, however, no conclusive evidence that suggests Shakespeare had actually 

travelled to Italy or indeed left England.  Roe’s claim that Shakespeare went to Italy is 

speculative because he assumes that Shakespeare could only depict accurately those places he 

encountered first-hand.  It is more probable that Shakespeare’s ‘encountered’ places or 

buildings of Italy were through reading materials or friends who have travelled abroad. In 

fact, Italy was the destination of travellers of his time.  In AYL, act 4, scene 1: 

JAQUES […] the sundry contemplation of my travels, in which my often  

rumination wraps me in a most humorous sadness.   

 […]   

ROSALIND […] wear strange suits; disable all the benefits of your country; be 

out of love with your nativity, […], or I will scarce think you have swam in a 

Gondola.  (AYL 4.1.13-28) 

 

                                                           
195 Roe, P.R. The Shakespeare Guide to Italy, NY: Harper, 2011, 7. 
196 Ibid,10. 
197 Ibid. 
198 Ibid.  
199 Roe, 10. 
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Jaques says that he is affected by ‘a most humorous sadness’ (AYL 4.1.14) due to travelling.  

Interestingly, in this scene, Rosalind shows an understanding that is instinctive -- that ‘you 

have swam in a gondola,’ (AYL 4.1.17-28) -- i.e., his destination of travel was Venice.  In the 

above dialogue, Jaques has not told her his travel plans, and therefore Rosalind’s response 

indicates the general, societal fascination with Italian places as a destination for tourists. 

Thus, even if Shakespeare did not go to Italy, he would still have friends or patrons (or their 

circles) from whom he made, according to James Shapiro, ‘choice conversations,’ regarding 

Italian geography.200   

The time of composition of Shakespeare’s plays may also shed some light on his 

‘encounter’ with Italy. His early plays (if we use the year 1596, around four years after 

Shakespeare’s confirmed emergence in London as a line of demarcation) is TGV (1589-

1591), Shr. (1590-1591), 2H6 (1591), 3H6 (1591), Tit. (1592), 1H6 (1592), R3 (1592-1593 

1594), Err. (1594), LLL (1594-1595), MND (1595), Rom. (1595), R2 (1595), Jn. (1596) and 

MV (1596-1597). Out of these 14 plays, five have Italian influences:  TGV is set in Verona, 

Milan, and Mantua; Shr. is set in Padua; Tit. in historical Rome; MV in Venice and Belmont; 

and Rom. in Verona and Mantua.  If we exclude the history plays -- 2H6, 3H6, 1H6, R3, R2, 

Jn. -- for which the playwright has less choice of place, Shakespeare would have written five 

plays set in Italy out of seven fictive plays, the two non-Italian fiction plays being LLL (set in 

Spain) and Err. (set in Greece).  Furthermore, in this ‘early’ period, he would have written 

four out of all the six plays which are set in Renaissance Italy in his whole career, dealing 

with themes of his own time: TGV, MV, Rom. and Shr.. A pattern then emerges in which his 

early fictional plays that are densely Italian. The diverse representations of Italy may lend 

some support to his ‘encounter’ with its lands during this period.   

THE EARLY LONDON PHASE (1588-1595) 

Shakespeare would have known London and its vicinity that comprised Westminster 

in its west, the Thames and Southwark in its south, and the suburbs in its north and east (Fig. 

8).  On the map, a long city wall physically separated the London from its adjacent areas 

while the Thames separated Westminster, London and the northern and eastern suburbs from 

Southwark.  The city wall was built by ancient Romans (between the 2nd and the 4th century) 

with seven gates. These were, going clockwise from the west to the east: Ludgate, Newgate, 

                                                           
200 Shapiro, J. Contested Will: Who Wrote Shakespeare, NY: Simon & Schuster, 2010, 275. 
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Aldersgate, Cripplegate, Moorgate, Bishopsgate, and Aldgate.  In 1H4 (1596-1597), 

Shakespeare alludes to the ‘melancholy of Moorditch’ (1H4 1.2.61) in reference to the filthy, 

stagnant condition of the river between Moorgate and Bishopsgate.201 The line is uttered by 

Henry, and Falstaff replies by saying that ‘Thou hast the most unsavoury similes and art 

indeed the most comparative […] young prince’ (1H4 1.2.62-62).  Rivers along the city 

walls, bastions, and the gates’ portcullises were the major part of the defensive system of the 

separating wall. In R2 (1595), Mowbray says to Richard: ‘Within my mouth you have 

engaoled my tongue, / Doubly portcullised with my teeth and lips’ (R2 1.3.160-161), drawing 

on the typical twin iron gates (stood at some distance from one another) at the passageway 

under medieval gatehouses) that can be raised and lowered in order to trap enemies between 

them.  Gatehouses in passageway of the city wall had double gates built on them at the 

passageway, and in Shakespeare’s time, several portcullises such as those at the Aldgate still 

survived.202 Shakespeare wrote R2 and 2H4 in 1595 and 1596-1597 respectively, and his 

experience with the wall’s portcullises and the river may be linked to the ‘similes,’ (1H4 

1.2.62) which alludes to Moorditch. 

 

 

 Fig. 8 Shakespeare’s London: Locations and Buildings 

 

                                                           
201 According to Stow, Moorditch surrounded the city of London from Cripplegate through Moorgate to 

Bishopsgate. See Stow, J, A Survey of London Written in the Year 1598, Oxford: Clarendon Press, Vol.2, 1908 

5. 
202 Ibid, 28. 
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In London, the urban, physical fabric consisted of an intricate system of narrow 

alleys, and they are formed predominantly by town houses.  This stands in contrast to the 

sparse grouping of the much larger buildings in Westminster.  On the north of the city, alleys 

and town houses grew beyond the fortification.  Known as the suburbs or ‘Liberties,’ they 

were outgrowths that extended outside the city wall, forming a marginal geographical domain 

of London.  According to Richard Reulidge, in 1580, the Privy Council expelled ‘those 

Players out of the Citty,’ pulling down playhouses and ‘other lewd houses.’203 However, in 

spite of the order, there were, according to John Stow, still ‘multitudes of base tenements and 

houses of unlawfull and disorderly resort in the suburbs.’204 Politically free from obligations 

to the City, the ‘Liberties’ fell outside the jurisdiction of its government, allowing unlicensed 

buildings such as purpose-built theatres to locate here in order to avoid the above-mentioned 

restrictions.  Shoreditch, the name of the north ‘Liberties,’ was likely Shakespeare’s first 

place of residence in London because John Aubrey (1626-1697) wrote in his Brief Lives that 

Shakespeare ‘lives in Shoreditch at Hoglane within 6 dores north of Folgate.’205 Aubrey’s 

account is believable since a 1595 record from the treasurer of the royal chambers stated that 

in 1594, Shakespeare was already a partner of Richard Burbage, whose family owned the 

Theatre as well as a share of another playhouse, the Curtain, in this area.206 The two theatres, 

in Shakespeare’s time, were named by Stow:   

Of late time, in place of those stage plays, hath beene used Comedies, Tragedies, 

Enterludes, and Histories, both true and fayned; For the acting whereof certain 

publike places as the Theatre, the Curtine  &c., have been erected.207  

     

Shoreditch’s major street, Shoreditch Street, led south to the inner city and further beyond, 

Southwark. A minor street, Hog Lane, ran east-west, branching off Shoreditch Street on the 

west of Shoreditch. Another small street, which was parallel to Shoreditch Street and lying to 

its west, joined Hog Lane on the north. These three streets marked the south, west, and east 

boundaries of the Theatre and the Curtain (the two theatres stood next to each other). It is 

well known that the circular architecture of the Theatre formed the background memory of 

Shakespeare for H5. In the play’s prologue, the Chorus comments that its theatre’s ‘wooden 

                                                           
203 Reulidge, R., A Monster Late Found Out and Discovered, EEBO, 1628, 3. See also Adams, J.Q, Shakespeare 

Playhouses, Cambridge : The Riverside Press, 1927, 8 and Ackroyd, 161. 
204 Stow Vol.2, 368. 
205 Clark, A., Aubrey’s Brief Lives, Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1898, 

http://www.gutenberg.org/files/47787/47787-0.txt, accessed on 4 April 2016. 
206 Chambers, Vol.1, 51.  
207 Stow, Vol.1, 93. 
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O’ (H5 pro.13) is unworthy of the dramatic presentation of the battle of Agincourt.  An 

allusion in the 1598 poem, The Scourge of Villaenie, by the contemporary satirist and 

dramatist John Marston, that Rom. has received ‘Curtain plaudeties,’ or audience’s approval 

also suggests that the Theatre was used to stage Shakespeare’s drama: 

  Luscus, what’s playd today?       

  I set thy lips abroach, from whence doth flow     

  Naught but but pure Juliat and Romio      

  […]          

  But when of playes or Plaiers he did treate.     

  Hath made a common-place booke out of plaies,     

  And speakes in print, at least what ere he sayes     

  Is warranted by Curtain plaudeties. 208 

 
From the passage, a character, by the name of Luscus, copies plays into a book and then 

learns by heart the lines in order to invigorate his conversation.  One of his play-lines is from 

Rom., and for that, Marston laughs that Luscus has some taste in his imitation since the lines 

he has imitated has won ‘Curtain plaudeties.’  

 

The two theatres were erected on the original site of the Priory of Holywell, as 

informed by Stow: ‘And neare thereunto [Holywell] are builded two public houses […] 

Whereof the one is called the Courtein, the other the Theatre.209 It is likely Shakespeare 

alludes to the original Holywell Priory in Err. (1594). In Act 5, Scene 1 of the play, in a 

‘priory,’ (Err. 5.1.37) Dromio of Syracuse says: 

       I’m sure, the Duke himself in person     

 Comes this way to the melancholy vale,      

 The place of death and sorry execution      

 Behind the ditches of the abbey here. (5.1.120-123) 

 

In Shakespeare’s time, it has been recorded that there was a ‘great fen, or moor […] waterth 

[…] stretching from the wall of the city betwixt Bishopsgate […] to Holywell.’210 Several 

ditches in Shoreditch were often ‘overheightened […] that the ditches be filled up, and the 

bridges overwhelmed.’211 The date of composition of Err., which is 1594, coincides with the 

period of Shakespeare’s residency in Shoreditch. In the play, Egeon’s execution is scheduled 

to be carried out here.  His life, as he tells the Duke, who sentences him to death, is filled 

                                                           
208 The quotation is from Davenport, A, The Poems of John Marston, Davenport: Chadwyck-Healey, 1961, 168. 
209 Stow, Vol.2, 73, 262. 
210 Ibid, 76. 
211 Ibid, 77. 
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with melancholic story.  For him, death is a ‘comfort,’ (Err. 1.1.26) and hence, ‘when your 

words are done, / My woes end likewise with the evening sun (Err. 1.1.26-27). It is possible 

that Shakespeare draws form the image of Holywell to inject a melancholic mood to this 

scene.            

Large buildings in Shoreditch included St Leonard’s Church and St Mary’s Spital 

Hospital. It seems that the overall architectural appearance of Shoreditch was not beautiful.  

The streets in Shoreditch were lined with ‘a continuall building of small and base 

tenements,’212 which consisted of ‘houses converted to dwellings, ordinaries, dicyng -- 

howses, bowling -- allies, and brothel houses.’213 Coming from Stratford-upon-Avon, 

Shakespeare would have found the area an architecturally familiar sight given that buildings 

here were predominantly two-storey town houses resembling those of his own town.  Unlike 

Stratford-upon-Avon however, Shoreditch’s rowdy atmosphere would have appeared 

unexpected to him.  Shoreditch was a notorious place, having a ‘great number of dissolute, 

loose, and insolent people harboured in such and the lyke noysom and disorderly howses,’ as 

recorded by Stow. 214   

Shoreditch Street ran southward through the northern city gate, meeting Cornhill 

Street perpendicularly. From this point it stretched as Gracechurch Street forming the major 

north-south artery across the inner city from Bishopsgate toward Southwark.  A tax 

assessment of the Exchequer Office revealed that Shakespeare had been a householder in St 

Helen’s parish in Bishopsgate ward.215 This district had many inns such as the Dolphin, 

which was noticeably located just outside the gate, as well as facilities that catered to 

merchants and travellers.  Having a haphazard physical fabric characteristic of slum areas, the 

surrounding facilities of Bishopsgate, especially its ditch, were polluted with ‘unsavoury 

things.’216 Within this area nestled St Bethlehem, the asylum for the mentally ill. Stow noted 

that from ‘this hospitall Northwarde vpon the streetes side many houses haue beene builded 

with Alleys backward of late time too much pesterd with people.’217 Allusions to the 

hospital’s reputation as a source of bad influence, or an asylum for lunatics, are made three 

times in 2H6 (1591), ‘[…] the bedlam brain-sick duchess / By wicked means to frame our 

                                                           
212 Ibid, 74. 
213 Ibid, 368. 
214 Ibid. 
215 See P.R.O., Exchequer, Subsidy Roll, E. 179/146/369 as transcribed in Chambers, 87. 
216 Stow, Vol.1, 164. 
217 Ibid, 165. 
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sovereign's fall’ (2H6 3.1.52-53), ‘To Bedlam with him! Is the man grown mad?’ (5.1.132), 

and ‘Ay, Clifford; a bedlam and ambitious humour / Makes him oppose himself against his 

king’ (2H6 5.1.133-4). Several elite establishments such as Sir Thomas’ and Sir Andrew’s 

houses and Crosby Place were situated on this ward. Shakespeare would have known Crosby 

Place, which stood just north of St Helen’s parish church.  This house has been appointed as 

an important meeting place at least three times in R3 (1.2.208, 1.3.344, and 3.1.188), whose 

year of authorship (1592-1593) corresponds with this period of Shakespeare’s life. Further 

south, Gracechurch Street became New Fish Street at Eastcheap, the site of the medieval food 

market. In the play, Eastcheap is the setting in which Prince Hal drinks with Falstaff in 1H4 

(1596-1597) at Mistress Quickly’s inn, having been mentioned seven times in the play.  In the 

inn, Prince Hal socializes with the commoners. ‘I am so good a proficient in one quarter of an 

hour that I can drink with any tinker in his own language’ (1H4 2.5.14-15), to secure their 

loyalty and support so that, as he says, ‘when I am King of England I shall command all the 

good lads in Eastcheap’ (1H4 2.5.11-12). Shakespeare describes brutality in the nearby New 

Fish Street and St Magnus’ Church that is along the street in 2H6 (1590-1591). In Act 4, 

Scene 7, Jack Cade, a fierce warrior who has been hired by York to raise a ruckus in England, 

orders, ‘Soldiers, defer the spoil of the city […] will we ride through the streets, and at every 

corner let them kiss’ (2H6 4.7.113-114), and ‘Up Fish Street! Down Saint Magnus' Corner! 

Kill and knock down! Throw them into Thames!’ (2H6 4.8.155-156).  

New Fish Street was the final stretch of the artery across London, connecting with the 

Bridge, which crossed the Thames. Approaching north from this street could be seen a 

multitude of towers and steeples built ‘in due distance everyone from other’ at Southwark. 218 

Rising above the gabled roofs of many rows of cottages and town-houses at Bankside, these 

tall structures present a sight that contrasts strongly with that of the low buildings in 

Stratford-upon-Avon or Shoreditch.  As a newcomer to London, Shakespeare would have 

been impressed by the tall skyline as evidenced by his ready and immediate delineation of 

them.  The early plays, such as TGV (1589-91), 1H6 (1592) and R3 (1592- 1593) contain 

references to towers.  In 1H6, the towers appear 39 times in the play; in 3H6, towers appear 

22 times, and in R3, 43 times.  They are, however, invoked mainly for localizing actions, and 

have not been imbued with the sense of miraculous height. On the other hand, in 

Shakespeare’s later plays, towers have been frequently injected with the atmosphere of 

                                                           
218 Stow, Vol.1, 45. 
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wonder that incredible heights often inspire. For example, in Tro. (1602), the structures’ 

‘wanton top do buss the clouds’ (4.6.221); in Per. (1607), towers ‘kissed the clouds, / And 

strangers ne'er beheld but wondered at’ (1.4.24-5), and in Tem. (1610-1611), they are ‘cloud-

capped (4.1.152). Also, in Tim. (1606), when a senator speaks of ‘these great tow’rs’ (Tim. 

5.4.25), he alludes to the wonder of their structures, saying that the people who build them 

are not the same ones who slighted Alcibiades. Interestingly, the level of interest and 

admiration shown towards towers may not be found for the Bridge in the drama. The only 

time that a reference to the bridge invoking startling sights is when the army rebels cross the 

bridge in R3, prompting Gloucester to exclaim ‘Look to the drawbridge here!’ (R3 3.5.15).  

Apart from the above-mentioned buildings that Shakespeare would reasonably be 

expected to encounter, Gray’s Inn would also stand out as a familiar building since the 

dramatist would have visited it frequently. Situated west of the City, in the Holborn district of 

Westminster, its hall had been used to stage Err. on 28 December 1594. The account of 

performance that formed part of the Inn’s Christmas revels shows that the staging of the play 

at the Inn ‘arose such a disordered Tumult and Crowd upon the Stage, that there was no 

Opportunity to effect that which was intended.’219 Gray’s Inn was one of the four Inns of 

Court of London. In 2H4, Justice Shallow is one of the four ‘swinge-bucklers’ (2H4 3.2.17) 

from the ‘Inns o’ Court’ (2H4 3.2.18). As discussed in Chapter Two, the Inns as an institution 

of justice are part of the scene’s scheme to set up the mood of upper class living. In 1H6 

(1592), Shakespeare makes the ‘Temple,’ (1H6 2.4.3) which was the establishment that 

housed the law courts, the setting for the confrontational scene in Act 2, Scene 4.  The 

MoEML shows that the Inns of Court, surrounded by open fields were organized around a 

system of alleys and gardens. On the map, Gray Inn’s and Lincoln’s Inn have a meticulously 

designed layout featuring compartments of maze or pleasure gardens.  Parts of these gardens 

were furthermore enclosed with walls, reflecting an emphasis on privacy. With a wide range 

of garden space for different types of activities, their gardens could be used for individual 

recreation, private discourse, enjoyment of flowers and plants, or for entertainment of 

visitors.  In this play, the Temple’s garden is used as a setting where characters each plucks a 

rose -- red or white -- to symbolize their different loyalties.  Here, Somerset (later known as 

York) is having a ‘wrangling’ (1H6 2.4.6) with Richard Plantagenet regarding the rightful 

throne of Britain. In Act 4, Scene 6, Emphases are placed through the symbolic building to 

                                                           
219 Gesta Grayorum.  See transcript of Chambers, Vol.2, 31. 
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remind us of a momentous ‘brawl’ (1H6 2.4.124) that takes place.  The physical setting to 

conduct important matters is first stressed. Suffolk says, ‘Within the Temple hall we were too 

loud. / The garden here is more convenient’ (1H6 2.4.3-4), in reference to selecting the right 

place in the building to adjudicate the dispute of the lords. Somerset then asks Warwick to 

make a decision for the dispute between him (Somerset) and the Plantagenet. Warwick says 

that while he can adjudicate many disagreements, for this matter, he is ‘no wiser than a daw’ 

(1H6 2.4.18). Warwick’s statement is suggestive because for all the authority invested in it to 

adjudicate disputes, the law of court is powerless in deciding who should succeed the throne. 

It indicates that the rift within the English nobility -- between the Yorkist and the Lancastrian 

-- is major and insurmountable.  

Actions showing members in dispute plucking flowers from the garden then follows 

to develop the major rift: 

RICHARD PLANTAGENET  From off this briar pluck a white rose with me.     

         (2.4.30)  

SOMERST Pluck a red rose from off this thorn with me.  (2.4.33)   

WARWICK I pluck this white rose with Plantagenet.   (2.4.36)     

VERNON I pluck this pale and maiden blossom here,   

  Giving me my verdict on the white rose side.  (2.4.47-48)  

SOMERSET Prick not your finger as you pluck it off,    

  Lest, bleeding, you do paint the white rose red,  (2.4.49-50)      

LAWYER In sign whereoff I pluck a white rose too.  (2.4.58) 

       

Warwick says at the end of the scene: ‘this brawl today, / Grown to this faction in the Temple 

Garden, / Shall send, between the red rose and the white, / A thousand souls to death and 

deadly night’ (1H6 2.4.124-127) predicting a major, bloody war between the two -- the 

historical war of the Roses. By alluding to the function of the ‘Temple’ yet again, the 

prediction that comes at the scene’s end is a reminder to us of the importance of the building 

as a place from which the major conflict originates. 
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STRATFORD 1596-1599 

 

Fig. 9  Shakespeare’s New Place in Stratford-upon-Avon 

as recreated by the Shakespeare Birthplace Trust. Artist 

unknown 

 
Just a year or two before the turn of the decade, Shakespeare went back to Stratford-upon-

Avon, and had his eyes set on a ‘praty howse of brick and tymber’ opposite the Grammar 

School as his permanent residence, purchasing in 1596-97 an estate, which is the ‘newe 

place’ as recorded in his will. 220 Originally built by Sir Hugh Clopton in 1480s, a benefactor 

of Stratford, the house was demolished in the 18th century.221 A sketch drawn by George 

Vertue in the 18th century and the 3-D drawing of the house by the SBT (Fig. 9) shows that 

New Place was a three-storeyed timber-framed building consisting of five gables with their 

corresponding bays. 222 In each building bay, there were a number of windows with timber 

mullions and transoms, and at the central bay, the ground floor had an archway.  Based on the 

report of the archaeological investigation carried out in 2010-2012 by the SBT, the building 

had a large ‘U’ shape with the west, vertical wing (along Church Street) being the gatehouse 

on the ground floor and the long gallery.223 Behind this wing was the courtyard leading into a 

                                                           
220 The description, ‘praty howse of brick and tymber’ is by the antiquarian Leland, quoted in Halliwell-

Phillipps, Vol.2. 102.  ‘Newe place’ is from Shakespeare’s will transcribed by Chambers, Vol.2, 172. 
221 Shakespeare renovated and built and extension to it in 1597 after he bought it. It was returned to the Clopton 

family in 1670, demolished and a new house was built on the site by the descendants of Clopton.  The new 

house was demolished in 1759.  See Edmonson, P., et al, Finding Shakespeare’s New Place, Oxford: OUP, 

2016, 1. 
222 See George Vertue, sketch of New Place, 1737, reproduced in Schoenbaum, 176 from British Library, MS. 

Portland Loan 29/246. 
223 See the reports, ‘New Place Design and Access Statement’ and ‘New Place Heritage Impact Statement,’ 

made in October 2014, by Felden Clagg Bradley Studios (Architects).  The reports contain comprehensive 
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hall in the east building (of the ‘U,’) believed to be the main structure that Shakespeare had 

added on as his main living area. The east wing backed onto an extensive garden leading 

towards the river Avon.  From the comparison of descriptions of the land parcels making up 

the estate, Halliwell-Phillipps found out that between 1597 and 1602, Shakespeare had 

managed a fruit-orchard in this garden.224 Shakespeare mentions ‘new-planted’ orchards in 

JC (1599) authored around the year he moved in to the new house. The orchard is also 

mentioned in 2H4 (1597-1598) (5.2.1), Ado. (1598-1599) (1.2.7., 2.3.4., 3.1.16. and 3.3.115), 

Rom. (1595) (2.1.5. and 2.1.105), Jn. (1596) (5.7.10), JC (1599) (3.2.229), AYL (1599-1600) 

(1.1.39), Ham. (1600-1601) (1.5.35 and 1.5.58), and Tro., (1602) (3.2.13).  The nature of use 

of this space for the plays will be discussed in Chapter Four. 

On the east wing of New Place may be found remnants of a bay window.225 On the 

south block, remains of foundations and stone floorings indicate the presence of a large 

kitchen and its component rooms, including the fire hearth, a storage pit (probably for the 

larder), a buttery, and a pantry.  Clopton was a local dignitary, who was appointed Lord 

Mayor of London (in 1491) and his house was designed differently from utilitarian houses in 

Stratford. His New Place, was not only the largest house in Stratford housing the above-

mentioned rooms denoting the upper class residence, but also the first and the only house 

with a central courtyard configuration.  It therefore importantly resembles a country house 

except for its setting, which is a town, and that it is not owned by a ‘lord.’ 226 In Rom. (1595), 

authored almost the same year Shakespeare purchased New Place, there exist spatial 

presentations involving food preparation with explicit references to ‘pantry’ and ‘pastry,’ 

even though the play is not set in England, suggesting Shakespeare’s underlying sense of the 

great kitchen (which may be seen in country houses or the New Place) that features these 

rooms. The former is mentioned in ‘Madam, the guests are come, supper served up, you 

called, my young lady asked for, the Nurse cursed in the pantry, and everything in extremity. 

I must hence to wait; I beseech you, follow straight’ (Rom. 1.3.101-104). The speaker here is 

Peter, Capulet’s servant and the scene is one of energy and enthusiasm. The servant is seen 

                                                           
descriptions and scaled architectural and archaeological drawings of New Place and its surroundings, 

http://shakespeare.org.uk/geisha/assets/files/New%20Place_Design%20&%20Access%20Statement%20-%20co

mpressed.pdf, accessed on 10 April 2016.  See also Edmonson, P., et al, 161. 
224  Halliwell-Phillipps, Vol.2, 134. 
225 The presence of the bay window suggested that the wing was the great hall.  Edmonson suggested that 

Shakespeare retained the hall in its original form due to its ‘prestige and unique’ quality.  Edmonson, P., et al, 

155. 
226 Edmonson, P., et al, 3. 
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shuffling between the pantry and other parts of the house.  That he is very concerned about 

the expectation of banqueting and preparations in the pantry helps to focus our attention on 

food preparation and consumption in Capulet’s house.  Also, in Act 4, Scene 4, advice about 

dining is conveyed with the help of the pastry’s function: 

 LADY CAPULET Hold, take these keys, and fetch more spices, Nurse. 

  NURSE They call for dates and quinces in the pastry.  (Rom 4.4.1-2) 

Other references to the kitchen rooms are also made in TN (1601), Lr. (1605-1606), Cym. 

(1610-1611), Oth. (1603-1604), MM (1603-1604), Mac. (1606) Cor. (1608), and H8 (1613).  

Details of its use to enact themes will be discussed in Chapter Four. 

The extensive stone foundation found on the south block of New Place was consistent 

with the accounts of the Corporation that says it purchased surplus stones -- from renovation 

works at the house -- from John Shakespeare in 1598 to repair Clopton Bridge.227 The house 

was about 17.5m in length along Chapel Street, and 55m along Chapel Lane, making it the 

largest house in Stratford-upon-Avon.  According to a hearth account of the town, ten 

fireplaces had been built to give warmth to the large house in winter.228 The survey of corn 

and malt dated 4 February 1598 listing Shakespeare as a resident of Chapel Street ward, and 

the ‘final concord’ recording the payment of £60 dated 4 May 1597 to the seller for 

purchasing New Place, suggests that Shakespeare probably moved into the new house 

sometime in late 1597. 229   

In MV (1596-1597), the line ‘But now I was the lord / Of this fair mansion,’ (MV 

3.2.167-168), contains an allusion to ownership, which may have been a reflection of 

Shakespeare’s current status of purchase. Shakespeare would not have moved into the new 

house immediately upon making payment for the purchase of New Place because the existing 

condition of the house may not have been liveable, its previous occupier having ‘left the said 

manor place in great ruin and decay and unrepaired.’230 Also, in Rom., (1595) Juliet says ‘O, I 

have bought the mansion of a love / But not possessed it, and, though I am sold, / Not yet 

enjoyed’ (Rom. 3.2.26-28).  At the point of writing the play, Shakespeare may have already 

                                                           
227 Schoenbaum, 237. 
228 Ibid, 235. 
229 See transcript by Chambers, Vol.2, 99 for the survey of corn and malt.  See Edmonson, P., et al,  Finding 

Shakespeare’s New Place: An Archaeological Biography, Manchester: Manchester UP, 2016, 101-102 for the 

particulars of the house. 
230 Halliwell-Phillips.  An Historical Account of the New Place, the Last Residence of Shakespeare. London: J.E. 

Adlard, 1864, 10. 
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made a bid to buy the house, but the transaction has not been finalized.231 Thus, although here 

the enthusiasm of moving in to a new house is employed metaphorically to express Juliet’s 

eagerness to enjoy married life, Juliet’s reference to her status as a married person who has 

not yet ‘enjoy[ed]’ her marriage, may have been inspired by the status of Shakespeare’s 

purchase of his house.    

Shakespeare pays great attention to architectural construction in Act 1, Scene 3 of 

2H4, whose date of creation (1597-1598) also nearly coincides with the purchase of New 

Place.  In his speech that has already been discussed by Fairchild and Eriksen, Bardolph 

outlines the sequence involved in the erection of new buildings:232 

    When we mean to build      

  We first survey the plot, then draw the model;     

  And when we see the figure of the house,     

  Then must we rate the cost of the erection,     

  Which if we find outweighs ability,      

  What do we do then but draw anew the model     

  In fewer offices, or, at least, desist      

  To build at all? Much more, in this great work --     

  Which is almost to pluck a kingdom down     

  And set another up -- should we survey      

  The plot of situation and the model,      

  Consent upon a sure foundation,       

  Question surveyors, know our own estate,     

  How able such a work to undergo,      

  To weigh against his opposite; or else      

  We fortify in paper and in figures,      

  Using the names of men instead of men      

  Like one that draws the model of a house     

  Beyond the power to build it, who, half-through     

  Gives o’er, and leaves his part-created cost     

  A naked subject to the weeping clouds,      

  And waste for churlish winter’s tyranny.  (2H4 1.3.41-62)233  

 

    

In the above passage, the high concentration of architectural terms: ‘build,’ ‘survey,’ ‘plot,’ 

‘draw,’ ‘model,’ ‘figure of the house,’ ‘erection,’ ‘foundation,’ ‘estate,’ ‘offices,’ and 

                                                           
231 It is reasonable to assume a period of about year to reach the state of final transaction. Robert Bearman 

suggested that Shakespeare struck a deal with William Underhill, the owner of the house, in 1596 for the 

purchase of the house.  See Bearman, R., Shakespeare’s Money: How Much did he Make and What did This 

Mean? Oxford: OUP, 2016, 49.Although the year 1595 has been assigned for the composition of Rom., it is only 

an approximation and the play could have been written in 1595.  See Gibbons, B. Romeo and Juliet, London: 

Arden Shakespeare, 2008, 26. Rom.’s First Quarto appeared in 1597 but the exact year of composition could 

also be 1596, see Bate and Rasmussen, 2472.  
232 See Fairchild, 24-25 and Eriksen, 2-5.  
233 These lines are from Jowett, J. et al., The Oxford Shakespeare: The Complete Works, Oxford: Clarendon, 

2005, 543. 
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‘surveyors’ reveals Shakespeare’s intention to create an architectural form of comparison -- 

simile and metaphor -- for the purpose of analogy.  Shakespeare stresses the importance of 

preparation for a political coup using suggestive images that are drawn from building 

engineering, which requires good land ‘plot’ (2H4 1.3.42) and design, ‘sure foundation’ (2H4 

1.3.52) as well as sound architectural economy.  Bardolph’s architectural allusion connects 

with his planned rebellion -- ‘this great work -- Which is almost to pluck a kingdom down / 

And set another up’ (2H4 1.3.49-50), a line which is a biblical metaphor referring to the 

Parable of the Builder in Luke.234 His speech that emphasizes failure if the ‘plot’ is not 

properly planned, predicts a final defeat for the rebel, presenting a compressed version of the 

ensuing dramatic actions in the play as a whole. A sense of tragedy is also achieved through 

depicted atmospheric conditions that engulf the architectural elevation. ‘Early spring’ (2H4 

1.3.38) and ‘appearing buds’ (2H4 1.3.39) being images that initially envelop the building, 

transition to ‘weeping clouds’ (2H4 1.3.61) and ‘winter’s tyranny’ (2H4 1.3.62) that shroud 

the unfinished house.  The former atmosphere echoes ‘hope’ (2H4 1.3.38) and the latter, 

desertion (suggested by ‘gives o’ver’) (2H4 1.3.60), indicating the rebellion’s path to 

destruction.   

In 1H4, (1596-7) the reference, ‘The frame and huge foundation of the earth,’ (1H4 

3.1.14) recalls the groundwork of New Place.  As is often the case with the erection of new 

buildings, Shakespeare had probably made changes to the design in the midst of constructing 

the eastern wing.  He writes ‘draw anew the model / In fewer offices’ (2H4 1.3.46-47) due to 

the high ‘cost of the erection’ (2H4 1.3.44).  Also, in the house of Shallow, one ‘shall see 

mine orchard, where, in an arbour, we will eat a last year’s pippin’ (2H4 5.3.1-2).  The 

mention of the ‘orchard’ coincides with Halliwell-Phillipps finding that Shakespeare had a 

fruit-orchard in this garden, where he would need to ‘weed this land’ (2H4 4.1.142) to put it 

in order.  The south wing of New Place faced the Chapel Lane, and from this wing, the 

grammar school at the road junction would be in sight. Shakespeare would have been 

reminded by his own after-school dispersals at the crossroad when young, as discussed 

previously in Chapter One (p.61-62).  

Being a large house right at the centre of Stratford-upon-Avon, New Place as a 

physical setting may also be imagined in plays composed before Shakespeare’s acquisition of 

                                                           
234 See Humpreys, A.R, King Henry IV Part 2, Ardens Shakespeare, 2007, 34, for Shakespeare’s adaptation of 

the parable. 
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the property. Petruccio’s residence in Shr. (1590-1591) is one such example.  Although New 

Place is not surrounded by park and is therefore not strictly a house in the country, its 

location, Stratford-upon-Avon, was a town surrounded by woodland. In the play, Petruccio 

says to his wife, Kate,  

For I am he am born to tame you Kate,  

And bring you from a wild Kate to a Kate 

Conformable as other household Kates.  (Shr. 2.1.264-265) 
 
 

Petruccio paints, for Kate, a vision requiring her to accept his version of a household.  The 

presented physical context of Petruccio’s house resembles a residence situated in a town 

surrounded by woodland. When Petruccio asks Grumio: ‘Did I not bid thee meet me in the 

park / And bring along these rascal knaves with thee?’ (Shr. 4.1.99-100), the adjacency of a 

woodland (a ‘park’ is a hunting ground in the forest) to Petruccio’s house may be imagined. 

From his residence, Petruccio instructs Grumio,  

Go call my men, and let us straight to him,  

And bring our horses unto Long Lane end, 

There will we mount, and thither walk on foot,  (Shr. 4.3.176-178) 

 
Ralph Cohen points out that Petruccio’s above instruction ‘impl[ies] an urban setting with 

enough congestion.’235 Such a setting recalls that of New Place, which sat on the busy 

crossroad of Church Street and the long, narrow Chapel lane.  As in the above passage’s 

description of visitors leaving the house, to avoid congestion on the narrow Chapel Lane, if 

the group of visitors on horses wished to leave New Place via Chapel Lane, they would first 

have to walk along its narrow path before the riverside gave them unblocked traffic (Fig. 10).  

       

 

                                                           
235 Cohen, R.A. ‘Looking For Cousin Ferdinand’, in Maguire, L.E. and Berger, T.L, Textual Formations and 

Reformations, Newark: U of Delaware, 1999, 274. 

New Place 

Chapel Lane 

Fig.10  Zoom-in plan view of 

SanuelWinter showing New Place, 

Chapel Lane and Avon 
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The purchase of New Place predates the conferment of the coat of arms to 

Shakespeare in 1596, making him in effect a land-owning gentleman a year after. It is his first 

house. In 2H4, Shallow’s ‘you shall see my orchard, where, in an arbour, we will eat […] and 

so forth’ (2H4 5.3.1-2) and Fallstaff’s response, ‘you have here a goodly dwelling and a rich’ 

(2H4 5.3.4-5) (1597-1598) conveys the pride and delight of, and admiration for owning such 

a landed house. Since the play was written in the year he bought his house, it is possible to 

imagine that the allusions are to his own sentiment of owning it.  In fact, Shakespeare 

continued to possess it until his death.  In his will dated 1611 he mentions ‘the Newe Place, 

wherein I nowe dwell.’236   

GREAT CAREER PHASE (1600-1616) – SOUTHWARK AND THE STRAND 

A Court of Exchequer document of 1599 referring Shakespeare’s arrears to the 

Bishop of Winchester, who had jurisdiction over Southwark suggests that Shakespeare had 

moved across the river from Bishopsgate to Southwark.  Shakespeare had probably moved to 

Southwark as early as 1599 since in this year Shakespeare’s company, Lord Chamberlain’s 

Men, shifted its operation from Shoreditch to Southwark. The lease on the Theatre in 

Shoreditch had expired on 13 April 1597 and the acting company dismantled its entire 

structure, erecting a new theatre at Southwark, which was called the ‘Globe’ on the Bankside, 

and which was completed in 1599.237 Southwark was very densely populated on its western 

side on the banks of the Thames, having cluttered tenements on winding, narrow lanes. 

Nearer to the center of the district, the area became less dense, having a line of houses with 

gardens and groves.  Among these houses were the Paris Garden manor, two circular 

buildings for bull and bear baiting, four playhouses (The Swan, The Globe, The Hope and 

The Rose), and the Clink Prison, which bordered on Winchester house on its west.  Based on 

Stow’s account, Southwark was home to numerous brothels with many buildings advertising 

their business by painting on their shopfronts to attract rowers-by of the Thames.  Signs that 

have been recorded included: 

A Boares heade, the Crose keyes, the Gunne, the Castle, the Crane, the Cardinal’s head, the 

Bel, the Swanne, &c238 

                                                           
236 Shakespeare’s will. Transcription by Chambers, Vol.2, 172.   
237 Information on the Globe is drawn from Chambers, The Elizabethan Stage, Vol.2,  Oxford: The Clarendon 

Press, 1923.  See also Schoenbaum, 206-209, and Honan, 268-270. 
238 Stow, Vol.2, 55. 
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The ‘Castle, ‘Crane’ and the ‘Swanne’ were names of buildings situated on the part of Bishop 

of Winchester’s estate facing the river.239 ‘The Elephant,’ another building lying immediately 

left of ‘the Crane’ was likely the imagined inn in TN Act 3, Scene 3. (1601).240 In this scene, 

Antonio recommends an inn with the same name for Sebastian: ‘In the south suburbs at the 

Elephant / Is best to lodge’ (TN 3.3.39-40). A term related to prostitution, ‘Winchester 

Goose,’ has been used by Shakespeare in his plays. In 1H6, the Duke of Gloucester accuses 

the Bishop of Winchester of giving ‘whores indulgences to sin,’ (1H6 1.4.35) and intends to 

punish him: ‘I’ll canvass thee in thy broad cardinal’s hat’ (1H6 1.4.36). Here, the bishop’s 

‘Cardinal’s hat’ has a name that is almost identical to the actual brothel’s name on 

Winchester’s estate. The Bishop has been insulted as a ‘Winchester goose’ (1H6 1.4.53), a 

term referring to the syphilitic swelling in the groin, a prostitute, or to the infected person.241 

He is also insulted in Tro.: ‘Some galled goose of Winchester would hiss. / Till then I’ll 

sweat, and seek about for eases, / And at that time bequeathe you my diseases’ (Tro. 5.12.52-

54). The above-mentioned inns, which were Winchester’s buildings thus are a tool in the 

plays for attacking the venality of the estate owner. Indeed, according to Stow, although the 

Bishop of Winchester administered jurisdiction in Southwark, far from being displeased by 

the presence of prostitution, he sympathized with the ‘single women,’ making laws to protect 

their rights.242   

Winchester’s estate (Fig. 11) occupied a large area, stretching by the river from St 

Mary’s Church on the east to the manor of Paris Garden on the west, totaling about 58 acres.  

Its overall layout was noted for its large garden that had a wide expanse of brewery ground 

lying behind, far at the back of the estate. 243 The scale of the establishment suggests that the 

Bishop was not only a major land owner but also that he traded in brewery produce generated 

from the estate.  There are records showing that the Bishop of Winchester had dealt with 

breweries in Southwark since the early 16th century.  In 1509, the bishop granted a license for 

                                                           
239 See the location of the buildings on Roberts, H, and Godfrey W. H, ‘Plan of Bankside,’ in Survey of London: 

Vol 22, Bankside, 1950, 59. 
240 Ibid. 
241 See Taylor et al., 938 and Bate and Rasmussen, 1117. 
242 See Stow, Vol. 2, 54. 
243 See ‘Reconstructed plan of Winchester Palace as it was in 1649,’ in Survey of London: Vol.22, Bankside (The 

Parishes of St Saviour and Christchurch Southwark), Roberts H and Godfrey, W. H, London: London City 

Council, 1950, 52. The central courtyard comprising the privy garden was enclosed by a gallery (on the south 

side of the great hall) and a range of buildings. The brew house and stables/stable yard were located at the back 

(south) of the property.  On the west was the kitchen and a large garden (containing the kitchen Garden, Clink 

Garden and Great Garden) that occupied almost half of the area of the estate. 
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brewers to have the right to use a passage within his estate to fetch water from the Thames.244 

In MM (1603-1604), Shakespeare may have modelled the residence of Angelo, who deputizes 

for the Duke, after Winchester House.  In Act 4, Scene 1, Isabella reports to the Duke details 

about Angelo’s house: 

He hath a garden circummured with brick, 

  Whose western side is with a vineyard backed; 

  And to that vineyard is a planked gate, 

  That makes his opening with this bigger key.     

  This other doth command a little door 

Which from the vineyard to the garden leads. 

There have I made my promise   

Upon the heavy middle of the night       

 To call upon him. (MM 4.1.25-33) 

 

 

 

 
Fig. 11  Reconstructed plan of Winchester Palace as it was in 

1649, Survey of London: Vol.22,  Bankside (The Parishes of St 

Saviour and Christchurch Southwark). Artist unknown 

                                                           
244 Roberts H and Godfrey, W. H. ‘The Anchor Brewery.’ Survey of London: Vol. 22, Bankside (The Parishes of 

St. Saviour and Christchurch Southwark). London: London County Council, 1950, 78. 

ATTENTION: The Singapore Copyright Act applies to the use of this document. Library and Information Services Centre, National Institute of Education.



97 
 

 

 

The way Angelo’s garden has been planned, as described by Isabella, coincides with the 

layout of Winchester House in exactitude. Dating back from the 13th century, Winchester’s 

residence resembled a monastic cloister with high, grim walls surrounding an irregularly 

shaped garden on all sides.245 Having a wide area and irregular shape, the garden was sub-

divided into various functional landscaping areas. On the eastern side of the estate was the 

‘privy garden.’  The western side comprised a large garden containing the Kitchen Garden, 

the Pond Garden, the Great Garden and the vineyard, behind which a gatehouse served as a 

secondary entrance for the estate at Park Street. 246 The privy garden was separated from the 

large, western garden by a brick wall furnished with a door. To access it from Park Street, 

one would need to traverse the vineyard on the west after crossing the entrance, and enter 

through the doorway separating the eastern privy garden from the western larger 

garden/vineyard. Due to the resemblance between Angelo’s house and the various meticulous 

details of Winchester’s residence -- the western garden, the vineyard behind the garden, the 

two gates as well as their relative position to one another -- it is possible to imagine that 

Shakespeare’s route plan for Isabella in MM (1604), which was composed during this 

biographical phase, was a re-creation of the layout of Winchester’s estate.  The Globe 

playhouse lay just outside the estate’s west boundary, opposite the secondary gate.  To go to 

the house from the Globe in reality, Shakespeare would cross Park Street to enter the 

secondary gate.  There, Isabella would use a ‘bigger key’ (MM 4.1.28) to enter the vineyard.  

She would have to traverse this and the western great garden to reach the separating wall that 

had a door leading to the privy garden.  Then, she would use ‘this other’ (MM 4.1.29) key to 

open the door to finally enter.  In the play, Angelo’s house is the place in which he is tricked 

into bedding with his spurned ‘pre-contract’ (MM 4.1.68) wife, Mariana.  Isabella is supposed 

to meet Angelo in a secret garden but the Duke and Isabella take advantage of the planned 

secret rendezvous to trap Angelo by having Mariana substituted for Isabella.  

 The other large and substantial residence in Southwark, the Paris Garden, was near 

the site for bear baiting shows.  In these shows, large dogs would be unleashed and made to 

fight a bear that was chained to a stake.  It was a cruel scene since several dogs would be 

worked to attack the bear until it was exhausted and mutilated. Shakespeare knew very well 

                                                           
245  See drawing made by Wenceslaus Hollar in C 1644, ‘A View from St. Mary's Southwark, Looking 

Towards Westminster,’ Yale Center for British Art, Paul Mellon Collection Art Collection, USA.  
246 See Roberts and Godfrey, 52.  The Brewery was located between Deadman’s Place and Globe Alley.  
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the entertainment value and the involved cruelty of these shows.  In Mac. (1606) Act 5, Scene 

7, Macbeth compares himself to a bear: ‘They have tied me to a stake.  I cannot fly, / But 

bear-like I must fight the course’ (Mac. 5.7.1-2).  This makes us feel for Macbeth due to the 

invoked cruelty even though he is bad.  On the other hand, in TN (1601), Fabian says, ‘you 

know he brought me o’ favour with my lady about a bear-baiting here’ (TN 2.5.6-7), 

indicating that these shows are not looked upon favourably as a pastime.  In H8 (1613), 

Shakespeare also alludes to the bear baiting arenas: ‘You'll leave your noise anon, ye rascals. 

Do you take the court for Paris-garden, ye rude slaves?’ (H8 5.3.1-2). In Wiv, Slender 

mentions the exploitation of bears for entertainment in order to spice up his conversation with 

Anne Page, whom he tries to woo. His allusions to the animals include, ‘Why do your dogs 

bark so? Be there bears / I’th’ town? (Wiv. 1.1.221-222); ‘I love the sport well -- but I shall 

soon quarrel at it as any / man in England. You are afraid if you see the bear loose, are you 

not?’ (Wiv, 1.1.224-225); and ‘I have seen Sackerson loose / twenty times, and have taken 

him by the chain’ (Wiv. 1.1.227-228).  

Originally a rural manor, it was recorded that in 1589, the estate of Paris Garden had 

‘four messuages, two tofts, four gardens, thirty acres of land, fifty acres of meadow, thirty 

acres of pasture and one acre of woodland.’247 During Shakespeare’s time, the estate was let 

out to various tenants.248 Located conveniently at the Paris Garden Stairs at whose jetty was 

moored, the house was situated right at the center of the red-light district of Southwark. 

Shakespeare may have this in mind in JC (1599) when Portia asks Brutus, ‘Dwell I but in the 

suburbs / Of your good pleasure? If it be no more, / Portia is Brutus' harlot, not his wife’ 

(2.1.284-286).  Moreover, the narrow alleys at its east (between Paris Garden and Winchester 

estate), long associated with urban violence and depravation may be imagined in the portrayal 

of red light districts in the plays of this period such as H5 (1598-1599). In this play, the death 

of Falstaff happens off-stage as the audience is told, first, that ‘he’s very ill’ (H5 2.1.70) and 

later ‘Falstaff he is dead’ (H5 2.3.4).  These two scenes are set in an unspecified street in 

London, suggesting the universality of the area as an ambiguous district. 249 Shakespeare then 

draws attention, through terms and naming, to street fighting and the practice of prostitution 

to make the local geography of the scene understandable.  The central characters in the scenes 

have names that represent their professions and trades.  Nim, a criminal who is hanged for 

                                                           
247 Roberts and Godfrey, 78  
248 Ibid.   
249 See notes in Bate and Rasmussen, 104. 
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looting, has a name which means ‘thief’ or to ‘thieve;’250 Pistol, whose name represents 

penis, is a pimp. 251 They are joined by Hostess Quickly, who keeps a ‘bawdy-house’ (H5 

2.1.27), and Bardolph, who is also a criminal (who is ultimately hanged for looting).  The 

sense of running a brothel is explicit when Nim calls Pistol, a ‘host’ (H5 2.1.22).252 Pistol 

picks up on the sense of pimp and together with his wife Hostess Quickly, says that they will 

scale down their business.  The geography is moreover emphasized in medical terms: ‘foul’ 

(H5 2.1.44) (syphilitic), ‘powd’ring tub’ (H5 2.1.63) (sweating tub for the treatment of 

venereal disease) and ‘lazar’ (H5 2.1.64) (leprous).253 For Nim, the place is his place of 

refuge: ‘That is my rest.  That is the rendezvous of it’ (H5 2.1.13-14).254  

 In a number of ways, not least through architectural allusions, H5 (1599) and MM 

(1604), provide for Shakespeare an ideological platform to discuss socio-spatial practice, 

anticipating the future of the urban control of prostitution. Charlotte Barthes writes that this 

takes two primary forms. For street prostitution, prostitutes solicit customers alongside public 

streets and action is visible. 255 On the other hand, off-street prostitutes solicit behind 

windows and the visibility of their actions is ‘delimited by a building façade.’256 According to 

Barthes, street-practiced prostitution is less acceptable than that of off-street because as a 

form of visible prostitution, the former ‘sexualizes’ the urban space through ‘explicit 

exposition’ and high ‘mobility’ and therefore this form of practice is constantly 

stigmatized.257 In Barthes’ study of the control of prostitution in various cities of Italy, 

governments tended to create ‘spatialized moral order’ by law, which ‘seeks to regulate and 

control prostitution’ through ‘moral condemnation of it as well as supposedly offering some 

degree of protection to those engaged with it.’ 258 One way that moral control and protection 

may be executed was to tolerate off-street prostitution but outlaw on-street soliciting -- by 

enacting ‘spatialized moral order’ through ‘spatial ordering.’259 In Barthes’ case study, 

bordellos in Zurich were closed down and all forms of prostitution were officially forbidden 

between 1893 and 1900.  However, one result of such a prohibition was that ‘sexualization’ 

                                                           
250 Ibid. 
251 Ibid, 1043. 
252 A ‘low-class tavern-keeper and pimp.’ See Taylor et al., 1546. 
253 See Taylor et al., 1547 and Bate and Rasmussen, 1043. 
254 Ibid. 
255 See Barthes, C.M, “Prostitution, Migration, Urban Territory,” in Mas Context Conflict Quarterly, Issue 10 

Summer 2011:55-67.  
256 Barthes, 56. 
257 Ibid. 
258 Ibid, 58. 
259 Ibid. 
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became even more rampant.  Barthes writes that ‘Drinking-halls, bars and pubs took over and 

offered alcohol and sex at all price ranges […] here were 300 various businesses with a 

parallel function as bordellos’ after they had been declared illegal. 260 As a consequence, in 

1913, ‘the massive prostitute population in the streets and places […] confirmed a spatially-

extended and mobile activity of population.’261   

Such a scenario may be seen in MM and H5.  In MM, when Mistress Overdone 

complains that ‘all our houses of resort in the suburbs be pulled down’ (MM 1.2.8) in 

reference to Angelo’s edict to outlaw all brothels in his city, Pompey Bum tries to calm her 

down:  

Come, fear you not. Good counsellors lack no clients. Though            

you change your place, you need not change your trade. I'll be your                     

tapster still.  Courage, there will be pity taken on you. You that 

have worn your eyes almost out in the service, you will be considered.   (MM 1.2.12-

15) 
 

For Pompey, Mistress Overdone could change her current practice creatively -- such as by 

changing from operating a brothel (‘off-street’) to ‘on-street’ prostitution: she needs not 

‘change [her] trade,’ (MM 1.2.13). However, just as Barthes has demonstrated, although off-

street prostitution operates at a lower level of ‘sexualization,’ i.e. having less ‘visibility’ and 

‘mobility’ than on-street forms, it does not mean that it should not be controlled.  Brothels 

can still become a source of popular resentment if their ‘visibility’ is increased through 

‘general activity buzz.’262 Such a concern is expressed in a statement by Hostess Quickly in 

the other play, H5, in which she, as a brothel keeper, hints at the small size of her 

establishment: 

[…] we cannot lodge and board              

a dozen or fourteen gentlewomen that live honestly by the prick of                

their needles, but it will be thought a bawdy house straight. (H5 2.1.25-27) 

 

In her understanding, the physical presence of a dozen decent female seamstresses will be 

mis/understood as running a brothel and therefore will become an object of resentment by the 

authorities. Quickly’s expression, ‘gentlewomen’ may mean ‘people making a respectable 

living from taking in sewing’ or may suggest indecent women -- through making a bawdy 
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joke by playing on the sense of ‘pricks.’263 In view of the above, the vice laws imposed in H5 

may be seen as double-standards because these laws do not sufficiently take into 

consideration those who really engage in prostitution in determining what can and cannot be 

allowed. Instead, the only consideration when enforcing the law is that the government 

cannot be seen as allowing sex acts to take place. For Quickly, who is keenly aware of such 

an unfair law, her establishment would have to be changed completely so as to avoid being 

declared illegal by the law. 

Playhouses, bear baiting arenas, and brothels cemented Southwark as a popular 

entertainment belt.  From the MoEML, a number of crossing docks and ferries may be seen 

transporting passengers over back and forth across the river banks, showing a thriving ferry 

trade at the Thames.  In TGV, perhaps inspired by such ferry scenes, Shakespeare presents a 

comical melodramatic moment involving the characters bidding farewell at a dock.  This is 

when Pantino urges his lamenting fellow servant Lance to board the ferry quickly: 

 

PANTINO    Lance away, away, aboard. Thy master is shipped, and thou  

 art to post after with oars […]       

PANTINO   Tut, man, I mean thou’lt lose the flood, and in losing the flood, lose thy

  voyage, and in losing thy voyage, lose thy master […] (TGV 2.3.25-33) 

 

WESTMINSTER AND WHITEHALL 

In 1604, Shakespeare moved back to London, lodging in one of the ‘diuers fayre houses’in 

the upscale residential district at the corner of Mugle Street and Silver Street, an area 

bordering the eastern boundary of Westminster, London’s central administrative district.264   

The geographical concept of Early Modern London is understandable from the spatial 

organization of the city. As shown in the MoEML, Westminster, with its wide and spacious 

open field, is easily identifiable by a system of large outdoor spaces -- its physical texture 

was made up of a series of large detached building blocks erected between open spaces.  The 

administrative zone, which had the Whitehall Palace as its geographical and political fulcrum, 

began from Westminster Abbey at the south-western end and terminated at St Paul Cathedral 

on the east. Key administrative buildings --Whitehall Palace, Tiltyard, Whitehall Court-pit, 

Temple Bar, and several aristocratic residences (the powerhouses of Salisbury, Bedford, 

Exeter, Somerset, Arundel, Essex, the Whitefriars, the Blackfriars, and Baynard castle) lined 

                                                           
263 Bate and Rasmussen, 1043. 
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the east-west spine, the Strand. 265 Shakespeare would be familiar with these mansions. The 

direct route from his residence in Silver Street to Whitehall, where he had performed for the 

court many times, was via the full length of the Strand.  In 1613, Shakespeare bought a 

dwelling house in the estate of Blackfriars.  The building is mentioned to localize historical 

events in H8, which was also authored in 1613. In the plays, the King says: ‘The most 

convenient place that I can think of / For such receipt of learning is Blackfriars’ (H8 2.2.136-

137).  Baynard castle, on the other hand, was owned by the Earl of Pembroke in 

Shakespeare’s time. 266 Also employed to localize events, in R3, the castle is the residence of 

the Duchess of York in London.  In this building, Buckingham declares Richard’s kingship 

(R3 3.7.36), and from here Richard organizes his political power. The residence has also been 

associated with learning in the play: 

 

If you thrive well, bring them to            

Baynard's Castle, 

Where you shall find me well accompanied 

With reverend fathers and well-learned bishops.  (R3 3.5.97-100)  

 

The geographical effect of the above-mentioned aristocratic buildings created a 

unique spatial geography.  The east-west arterial that connected western Westminster to the 

city means that traffic along the thoroughfare would often be heavy.  This was especially so 

for Fleet Street, the final stretch to Ludgate and beyond to the congested city.  Temple Bar, 

which marked the beginning of Fleet Street constituted a physical focal point while entering 

or exiting Westminster through Ludgate.  It was a custom that the King or Queen would stop 

at the Temple Bar when leaving or entering the city so that the Lord Mayor could meet him 

or her as a token of loyalty.267 The role of the arterial was brought into full play when the 

urban population gathered for key rituals or administrative events such as the funeral of 

Queen Elizabeth I or King James I’s coronation. At Elizabeth I’s funeral on 28 April 1603, 

the Queen’s coffin was delivered from Whitehall to Westminster Abbey as a procession 

passed through large crowds that lined the length of the spine.  Stow had witnessed the 

Queen’s funeral and recorded the scene of the crowds in Westminster and its mood: 

                                                           
265 Blackfriars was an estate which belonged originally to the dissolved 13th century Dominican monastery.  It 

consisted of a group of buildings, two of which were converted to become Blackfriars theatres.  Shakespeare 

bought one of the apartments in the estate. 
266 Stow, Vol.1, 67. 
267  See Thornbury, W, Temple Bar, Old and New London, Vol. 1, 1878, 22-31. 
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Westminster was surcharged with multitudes of all sorts of people in their streets [… ] that  

came to see came to see the obsequy […] there was such a general sighing, groaning and 

weeping as the like hath not been seen or known in the memory of man.’268   

 

In H8 (1613), Shakespeare registers a deep impression of such a momentous ceremony as he 

depicts, vividly, the stirring mood that accompanies the sweltering weather in the coronation 

spectacle of King Henry VIII.  In a street in Westminster in Act 4, Scene 1, a few gentlemen 

describe their experience in the procession:       

 FIRST GENTLEMAN  […]  Where have you been broiling?   

  THIRD GENTLEMAN    Among the crowd i’th’ Abbey, where a finger   

   Could not be wedged in more. I am stifled  

               With the mere rankness of their joy.     (H8 4.1.57-60) 

 

In 1603, James I became King of Britain.  That year, Shakespeare’s company, the Lord 

Chamberlain’s Company became the King’s Men.  James I’s coronation took place in July, a 

period which typically has warm weather.  It is possible that Shakespeare attended the 

coronation of James I, and saw the impressive spectacle on the busy street.  

Westminster Palace was one of the principal London residences of medieval kings, 

but owing to the fire of 1512,269 its administrative role had been shifted to the nearby 

Whitehall in 1532.270 The palace of Whitehall, as a new political fulcrum and national symbol 

of England, figures strongly in H8, serving as an architectural conduit to convey history.  

Originally Cardinal Wolsey’s (Archbishop of York) house and known as York Place, Henry 

VIII acquired the house in 1529 as his main residence, subsequently expanding and renaming 

it as ‘Whitehall’ due to the white stones used in its construction.271 In Act 1, Scene 4, of the 

play, Shakespeare presents the romantic, epochal introduction of Anne Boleyn to the King 

that leads to the birth of Elizabeth I. In the play, Henry attends a banquet hosted by Wolsey at 

York Place and there he encounters Boleyn, casting admiring eyes on her, as he praises, ‘The 

fairest hand I ever touched. O beauty’ (H8 1.4.75).  They later dance, and Henry kisses her: 

KING HENRY     My lord Chamberlain,     

               Prithee come hither. What fair lady is that?   

                                                           
268  Stow J, Annales, or, a generall chronicle of England, 1631, the Bavarian State Library, 2010 (digitized), 

815. 
269 Emery, A., Greater Medieval Houses of England and Wales, 1300-1500: Volume 3, Southern England. 

Cambridge: CUP, 2006, 258. 
270 Between 1512 and 1532, Henry viii used Bridewell or the Tower as his palace.  See Loftie, W.J. ‘Chapter 1.’ 

Whitehall: Historical and Architectural Notes.  London: Seely, 1895, 5-12. 
271 Cox, M H and Norman, P, ‘The parish of St. Margaret, Westminster’ Survey of London, Vol. 13, London: 

London City Council 1930, 10. 
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 LORD CHAMBERLAIN   An’t please your grace, Sir Thomas Boleyn’s   

   daughter --          

  The Viscount Rochford -- one of her highness’ women.  

 KING HENRY     By heaven, she is a dainty one.—[To Anne] Sweetheart, 

     I were unmannerly to take you out     

     And not to kiss you.  (H8 1.4.91-96) 

After the fall of Wolsey, who plots against the King and other nobles, the King, who now has 

married Boleyn, takes over York’s house.  Boleyn’s coronation ceremony follows and a feast 

is held at the house. Witnessing the coronation is an exciting moment for the citizens of 

London.  In Act 4, Scene, 1, three gentlemen speak at great length about a sumptuous 

pageantry, admiring her gait as she walks to ‘York Place’ (H8 4.1.96) after the coronation: 

  THIRD GENTLEMAN   So she parted,       

    And with the same full state paced back again   

    To York Place, where the feast is held.  (H8 4.1.94-96) 

The Third Gentleman is corrected by the First Gentleman: ‘You must no more call it York 

Place -- that’s past; / For since the Cardinal fell, that title’s lost. / ‘Tis now the King’s, and 

called Whitehall’ (H8 4.1.97-99).  

Although Whitehall was burnt to the ground in 1698 and there was no physical 

reconstruction for the building, the MoEML recorded clearly its building footprint as 

consisting of two conterminous hollow squares, which were the courtyards of the palace.272 

The architectural form of the square is alluded to in 2H6: ‘Now, lords, my choler being 

overblown / With walking once about the quadrangle, / I come to talk of commonwealth 

affairs (1.3.151-153).  Whitehall, along with Hampton Court Palace in Richmond, were two 

buildings in Elizabethan times notable for their spacious halls. A good impression of the 

character of the building may be obtained from Hendrick Danckerts’ perspective (drawn in 

the 1670s) seen from St James Park showing the palace as an edifice built with bricks and 

had mullioned windows. 273 Lupold von Wedel, who visited the palace in 1598 drew a 

contrast between the interior and exterior architecture: ‘The interior of the palace is very 

beautiful indeed; the exterior did not differ from many other houses I have visited.’274 

Notable interiors of the palace included its great hall and various galleries.  It is possible to 

infer that Shakespeare had used the great hall to stage performances because there were 

                                                           
272 Ibid. 38. 
273 See plate 2 in Cox and Norman. 
274 Von Bulow, G. ‘Journey Through England and Scotland Made by Lupold Von Wedel,’ Transactions of the 

Royal Historical Society, 1 Jan 1895, Vol. 9, 223-270, 237. 
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records of the hall being furnished for staging dramas in his time. For example, there were 

references ranging from ‘making readie and setting upp the frames, rockes and lights in the 

hall […] for the players’ and enlarging a ‘Scaffolde in the hall one Twelfe night’ for 

Elizabeth I, to ‘altering of a stage in the hall to bring it nearer to the king’ and ‘mending ye 

paving in ye haul in many places’ during James I’s reign. 275 The interior of the great hall was 

indeed very grand by Tudor standards. Rectangular in plan, the hall was built in six bays with 

a window set in each of them.  A further large bay-window lit the dais end of the hall.  At 40 

feet wide by 70 feet long, the hall had, at the opposite end of the dais, a screen wall behind 

which a corridor led to the kitchen. 276 The screen wall separated the hall from the entry, and 

had two doors with a gallery overhead. In this way guests sitting at the dais end would face 

the screen wall as well as the gallery above it.    

Once inside the hall, Shakespeare would have been impressed by the hammer-beams 

which made a lofty space possible.  Known as ‘the most spectacular endeavor of the English 

Medieval carpenter,’ these beams, which improved the design of roofs due to a more efficient 

load-distribution, enabled great spans to be achieved without the use of internal columns.277  

Consisting of tiers of rib-like structural members which rose in steps from the top of walls to 

the roof peak, these beams were typically adorned with gilded pendants and fanciful carvings. 

Their visual appeal and social function as spatial signifiers of wealth and social position have 

been fully discussed by architectural historians.278 Shakespeare’s encounter with the hammer-

beams presages the vivid expressions of unique interior spaces in the later plays such as Ham. 

(1600-1601), TN (1601) and Cym. (1610-1611). In Ham., the prince conjures, ‘This most 

excellent canopy, the air, look you this brave o’erhanging firmament, this majestical roof 

fretted with golden fire’ (Ham. 2.2.253-254), which is later reduced to a ‘quintessence of 

dust’ (Ham. 2.2.259).  In Cym., Shakespeare represents the nobility of Innogen through her 

magnificent room: ‘The roof o’th’ chamber / With golden cherubins is fretted’ (Cym. 2.4.89-

90).  In the case of Innogen’s room, the space created is an anomaly because hammer-beam 

                                                           
275 See Feuillerat, A, Documents Relating to the Office of the Revels in the Time of Queen Elizabeth, Louvain: 

A. Uystpruyst, 1908, 310, 327 and Cox and Norman, 50. 
276 A good surviving visual reference is the Great Hall of Hampton Court, which was also built by Cardinal 

Wolsey.  The hall had comparable size with similar character. I have drawn architectural information of 

Whitehall Palace from Cox and Norman.  One informative drawing is the plan by Inigo Jones and his pupil John 

Webb for the temporary conversion of the great hall of Whitehall in 1635 for theatrical performance.  See Cox 

and Norman, 41-115. 
277 Bismanis, M.R. The Medieval English Domestic Timber Roof: A Handbook of Types, New York: Peter Lang, 

1987, 163. 
278 For the discussion on the significance of hammer-beams in the Great Hall, please see McNeil, T., Castles, 

London: Batsford, 2006, 34-36 and 71-74. 
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structures were only found in large spaces such as a great hall or the nave of a large church, 

where large crowds are expected.  Its use in bedrooms, though technically possible, was rare, 

and thus Shakespeare may have imaginatively transposed the structure for the purpose of 

characterization.  It is worth noting that although Shakespeare is familiar with the 

hammerbeams, it is not until after the erection of the Globe in 1599 that his plays contain 

such architectural expressions.  Ham., especially, was written immediately after the 

construction of the Globe.  It is likely that the ceiling of this newly built playhouse triggered 

the said expressions, as discussed in the Introduction (p. 30-31). 

The layout of Whitehall suggests that the abovementioned interior arrangement was 

typical of the kinds of seating for both ceremonial events and royal performance.279 They 

may have formed the basic image behind Shakespeare’s many dramatic interiors.  As a room 

for royal ceremonial events, the hall’s space is mentioned frequently in the plays for the 

depiction of the lifestyle of nobles or monarchs.  In Mac., it is used for an expedient meeting 

to confirm the Thane as the new king: ‘Let's briefly put on manly readiness, / And meet i'th’ 

hall together’ (Mac. 2.3.126-127).  It is also used to stage a banquet in Act 3, Scene 4, as will 

be discussed in Chapter Four. In H8, the arrangement in the great hall of Whitehall may be 

seen in the stage direction of Act 1, Scene 4: 

Hautboys. A small table [is placed] under a state for the Cardinal; a longer table for the 

guests.  Then enter Anne Boleyn, and divers other ladies and gentleman as guests at one 

door; at another door enter Sir Henry Guildford (H8, Sd. 1.4.1) 

                                                           
279One may give a fairly accurate account of the great hall of Whitehall by examining Inigo Jones’ 1635 

drawing, which shows clearly how the building’s architectural layout had been adopted for seating the 

sovereign, the spectators, and for accommodating the stage.  In Jones’ drawing, the place for the royal patrons 

was at the hall centre facing the stage. The dais, reached from the centre of the hall by two steps up, was 

surrounded on three sides by raised wooden seats, certain sections of which were marked off as reserved boxes.  

In this way, tier seating -- seats placed higher than the seats in front of them -- was effectively formed with 

timber stairs giving access to spectators.  Opposite the raised seats and in front of the screen was the raised 

stage. From the position of the tiered seats, the audience would gain a full view of the actions carried by 

performers onstage. Such a layout had also been adopted for ceremonial occasions such as the investiture of 

monarchs. See Cox and Norman, 51, for a reproduction of the plan.  A surviving plan of 1610 shows a similar 

arrangement at the Palace of Westminster for the installation of Prince Henry. Within the rectangular plan, the 

prince can be seen seated on a canopied chair on a dais at one end. The queen and the king sat on their own 

tables that were attached to the prince’s right and left respectively. Two more rectangular tables were arranged 

on the centre-left and centre-right of the hall. Tiered seats had been set along the two lengths of the walls for 

spectators as in the design in Whitehall, as were the reserved boxes that had been carved out in the rows of seats.  

In the plan, the box on the king’s right was marked for ‘The Queenes Matie and her Children,’ and on the king’s 

left, the box was designated for ‘Ambassadors.’  The hall was left largely open at its centre so that the view of 

the musical gallery, indicated as ‘trumpetts’ in the drawing, was unblocked from the dais.  See Astington, 49, for 

a reproduction of this plan. 
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In the above furniture arrangement, not only does Shakespeare present the dais and the long 

table, he also captures the role of the hall as an intermediate space. Coming from outside the 

house, visitors will move in to the hall from the external porch.  By contrast, members of the 

household are made to come from the other rooms through internal doors to the hall. In this 

way, the great hall becomes a main circulation space between the inside and the outside as 

well as between the inner spaces of the house.  One may detect Shakespeare’s careful 

arrangement for the hall for the above scene -- two distinct groups of people using their 

respective doors, creating the distinction between external doors and internal doors.  As 

‘guests,’ Anne Boleyn, ‘divers other Ladies and Gentleman’ use ‘one door,’ which is 

external, whereas Guildford, the host acting for Wolsey, uses ‘another door,’ the internal 

door. Through this distinction, an outside world and an inside household distinguishing the 

domain for visitors and householders in the aristocratic hall is attained, showing 

Shakespeare’s power of condensing the sense of living in an aristocratic house. 

 It is also a reasonable conjecture that Shakespeare has seen Whitehall’s Privy Gallery, 

the room in the palace housing a great collection of portraits, and used mainly for the 

assembling of guests. The gallery, which consisted of a very long block, ran the whole length 

of the large Privy Garden from east to west, ending with a flight of stairs leading to St James 

Park. Some of the portraits displayed in the gallery include that of Queen Elizabeth at sixteen, 

King Henry VIII., King Richard, and King Edward VI.280 James Shapiro writes of the ‘eye-

catching’ portrait of Edward VI in the gallery due to the effects of perspective: ‘those 

approaching it for the first time will find that “the head, face and nose appear so long and 

misformed that they do not seem to represent a human being.” 281However if visitors are 

made to view the portrait through a small hole of a plate attached to the right side of the 

painting, ‘the ugly face changed into a well-formed one,’ describes Shapiro.282 He suggests 

that the portrait has inspired Shakespeare’s lines about ‘perspective’ in R2: 

  Like perspectives, which rightly gazed upon     

  Show nothing but confusion; eyed awry,      

  Distinguish form. (R2 2.2.18-20)      

  

                                                           
280 Sheppard, E. The Old Royal Palace of Whitehall, London: Longmans, Green, and Co.,1902, 374. 
281 Shapiro, J. A Year in the Life of William Shakespeare, London, Harper, 2005, 25. 
282 Ibid. 
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According to Shapiro, the painting inspires the self-reflection from the French King in H5: 

‘you see them perspectively, the cities turned into a maid -- for they are all girdled with 

maiden walls that / war hath never entered (H5 5.2.278-280).  

Girouard characterizes portrait collection as a fad of the 16th century, and the gallery, 

as a room to display portraits, often contained some fifty to a hundred of pictures in 

aristocratic houses.283 Judging by the fact that many allusions to the gallery appear in royal 

settings, Shakespeare is well aware of its role. He takes advantage of the gallery’s function in 

order to depict the personality of the characters in WT and 1H6. In the former play, it is rich 

in pictures and other objects of art, reinforcing the aristocratic quality as well as the nobility 

of Hermione: 

        […] we came         

  To see the statue of our queen. Your gallery     

  Have we passed through, […]  (WT 5.3.9-12)  

  

In the latter play, Talbot’s interaction with the Countess of Auvergne engages with the 

symbolism of the gallery.  The Countess is a French noblewoman who invites Talbot, an 

English hero, to her house in an attempt to imprison him.  The two engage in a courtly battle 

of wits in Act 2, Scene 3.  Seeing Talbot for the first time, and noticing that he doesn’t look 

imposing, the countess says, ‘Is this the scourge of France? / Is this the Talbot so much feared 

abroad / […] / I thought I should have seen some Hercules, / A Second Hector […] (1H6 

2.3.14-19).  But although she tries to undermine Talbot’s confidence by saying that he is 

physically unimpressive, she believes in his power to strike ‘terror […] to his enemies’ (1H6 

2.3.24), threatening that ‘If thou be he, then art thou prisoner’ (2.3.32).  Says the Countess in 

admiration of Talbot’s bravery: 

  Long time thy shadow hath been thrall to me,     

  For in my gallery thy picture hangs; (1H6 2.3.35-36) 

It is her intention to shackle Talbot’s ‘legs and arms […] / That hast by tyranny these many 

years / Wasted our country […]’ (1H6 2.3.38-40) because she believes that she will become 

‘famous […] by this exploit’ (1H6 2.3.5).  In presenting her claim of heroism, that she has 

been depicted as one who is in the fashion of exhibiting portraits of notables in the gallery 

reinforces her duplicity -- of gaining fame for herself as the captor of a great hero.  

                                                           
283 Girouard, 101. 
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And yet for all the Countess’ intention to control Talbot’s body, it turns out that she 

becomes, in turn, the subject of the portrait. Talbolt retorts that his whole body is so large that 

the Countess’s gallery is unable to accommodate it: 

   I tell you, madam, were the whole frame here,    

   It is of such a spacious lofty pitch     

   Your roof were not sufficient to contain’t. (1H6 2.3.54-56) 

Talbot says, ‘what you see is but the smallest part / And least proportion of humanity’ (1H6 

2.3.52-53), and to prove that he is not boasting, but instead, has come to her house fully 

prepared, he blows on his trumpet, drawing a large number of English soldiers that are his 

‘sinews, arms and strength’ (1H6 2.3.63), beating the Countess into submission ‘With all 

[her] heart’ (1H6 2.3.81). The Countess had planned to imprison Talbot within the walls of 

her gallery, but he has a troop of army in reserve, making him a fearsome hero, even though 

he may appear physically unimpressive.  Shakespeare, through exploiting the imagery of 

gallery and its hanging pictures, brings to the fore the power of Talbot’s personification.  

 Buildings and places in Southwark and the Strand conclude my exploration of 

Shakespeare’s architecturally-oriented biography for the thesis.  Shakespeare retired in 

Stratford until his death in 1616.  As I have demonstrated in this and the previous chapter, 

there are a considerable number of buildings and architectural references in the plays that 

may be related to actual buildings that are closely associated with Shakespeare, showing that 

memories of buildings encountered form part of his architectural ‘reservoir’ from which he 

drew information for dramatic purposes. Through cross-referencing, I have shown that the 

relationship between buildings in his plays and actual buildings may be recovered through the 

architectural particularities and qualities alluded in the plays -- building names, architectural 

layout, architectural materiality and atmosphere, interior decoration, as well as spatial quality 

and dynamics. I have also demonstrated that Shakespeare has conveyed emotions and 

feelings, created ironies as well as parodies and comedic ideas for his plays through attaching 

buildings’ particularities and properties to cultural associations, showing his skill in applying 

architectural concepts.  In the next chapter, I will focus on architectural representations 

pertaining to castles, their component rooms as well as physical features by Shakespeare in 

order to explore and assess the influence of architectural form and function upon his dramatic 

pattern.  
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Chapter Three 

Images Evocative of Country Houses in Shakespeare’s Plays 

 

The particular interests in Shakespeare’s deployment of specific rooms -- space that help 

shape the upper class identity due to their specific architectural form and function that 

distinguish them from the more modest, utilitarian houses -- related to the country house 

cluster around this chapter.  Here, I look at architectural representations across Shakespeare’s 

other plays, beginning from the exploration of the gatehouse through the arrival court, to that 

of the great kitchen, the great hall and the long gallery, and finally going into the inner 

chambers. The chapter includes plays that have scenes featuring places outside England, such 

as Cor. (Rome), Tim. (Athens), and Rom. (Verona). Set in different times and places, 

sometimes for the realistic depiction of themes, sometimes for their metaphoric 

representation and yet other times actualizing actions as well as symbolizing ideas, these 

scenes may suggest that Shakespeare has freely drawn architectural imagery from his 

understanding of the country house since there is no evidence of his presence in these cities. 

Throughout this chapter, I refer to Warwick castle and Charlecote Park house for an 

understanding of the general layout and atmosphere of the country house.  Importantly, they 

are used as a guide more for the underlying nature of the use and ideas than the literalness of 

their physicality. Through exploring and comparing architectural ideas and usages pertaining 

to their rooms and spatial atmosphere, I hope to provide insights into Shakespeare’s 

architectural imagination, dramatic construction and writing. 

3.1 Doorways and Entrances 

Visitors to a castle or an Elizabethan country house in Shakespeare’s time would 

come first to the gatehouse (the structure was erected some 80 metres from the house proper) 

(Fig.12).  The idea of the gate as a remote place and/or as an access control point has been 

exploited by Shakespeare in order to introduce emerging situations or to emphasize arriving 

visitors as uninvited/unwelcome.  In Err., Dromio of Syracuse arriving with his master, 

Antipholus of Syracuse, at Antipholus of Epheseus’ house asks, ‘Master, shall I be a porter of 

the gate?’ (Err. 2.2.214) and is accepted to act the role at Antipholus’ house in Epheseus. 

When the rightful owner, Antipholus of Epheseus returns from the marketplace and knocks at 
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his gate, Dromio of Syracuse refuses to admit him, unaware that the former is the real owner.  

Speaking across the gate, Dromio says, ‘Either get thee from the door or sit down at the 

hatch!’ (Err. 3.1.33) i.e. out of his sight, to the owner.284 Astonished that he cannot enter his 

own house, Antipholus of Epheseus asks, ‘What art thou that keep’st me out from the house I 

owed?’ (Err. 3.1.42). He says he will react with violence, swearing, ‘I’ll break in. […]. Go 

borrow me a crow’ (Err. 3.1.81).  In this instance, the idea of the created gate is to 

problematize Antipholus of Ephesus’ entry into his own house, playing up the effect of 

mistaken identity.  

 

Fig. 12  A picture of Charlecote showing the buildings and 

surrounding in the late 17th century.  Source: Charlecote 

Park, National Trust. Artist unknown. 

In TN, Olivia asks, ‘What is he at the gate, cousin? ’ (TN 1.5.94), referring to Viola, 

who poses as Cesario, a messenger of Orsino, whom Olivia disdains.  Knowing that Viola has 

been sent by Orsino, Olivia says to the former, ‘I heard you / were saucy at my gates […]’ 

(TN 1.5.158-159) taunting the disguised Viola.  Interestingly, in this play, Viola (as Cesario) 

needs to deliver Orsino’s imagined love for Olivia. This is despite Viola’s own love for 

Orsino. As a result, Olivia’s rejection of Orsino -- ‘I cannot love him. / He might have took 

his answer long ago’ (TN 1.5.215-216) -- presents an opportunity for Viola to pour out her 

own passion for Orsino without having to raise any suspicions. Since Viola truly loves 

Orsino, the message containing her own passion that is real and intense arouses, ironically, 

Olivia’s love for her. The message contains passionate words that expresses the feeling of 

hardship, which will be endured for the sake of love: 

  Make me a willow cabin at your gate      

  And call upon my soul within the house,      

  Write loyal cantons of contemned love,      

                                                           
284 ‘Hatch’ refers to the lower part of a door. See Taylor et al., 742 and Bates and Rasmussen, 231. 
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  And sing them loud in the dead of night;      

  Halloo your name to the reverberate hills,     

  And make the babbling gossip of the air      

  Cry out ‘Olivia!’ O, you should not rest      

  Between the elements of air and earth      

  But you should pity me.  (TN 1.5.222-229) 

The above outpouring of emotion using the reference to the external gate, which is set against 

the internal house, achieves a number of effects. Viola insists to stay outside Olivia’s gate 

around-the-clock to proclaim her love until the latter takes ‘pity’ on her. The feeling 

expressed is so powerful that it makes Olivia fall in love with Viola almost instantaneously: 

‘Even so quickly may one catch the plague?’ (TN 1.5.249).  In the passage, spatial opposition 

between the gate and the house has been used adeptly by Shakespeare to bring about such a 

development.  Viola’s stress is on devotion, which is in the form of endurance at the outside 

gate: the sense of a remote, outside space exists because from the gate Viola will shout 

Olivia’s name such that the hill reverberates and the air echoes the name. Understandably, 

Viola’s passionate words touch Olivia.  Olivia has said that she does not love Orsino despite 

his ‘great estate’ (TN 1.5.212) and his ‘well divulged’ (TN 1.5.213) reputation.  For her, a true 

lover needs to step out of his/her comfort zone. Thus, when Viola invokes endurance with the 

help of the gate/house contrast, she quickly gains Olivia’s approval, becoming an 

‘enchantment’ (TN 3.1.97) to Olivia. The expressed feeling of endurance contrasts sharply 

with Orsino’s way of courting Olivia, which is to enjoy life at home as the opening scene 

portrays: 

  ORSINO   If music be the food of love, play on,     

   Give me excess of it that, surfeiting,     

   The appetite may sicken and so die. (TN 1.1.1-3) 

The above passage paints the image of Orsino lounging comfortably though pining for 

rejected love, conveying that his method of courting Olivia is to indulge rather than endure, 

thus contrasting directly with Viola’s patient waiting at the gate. A gate remote from the main 

building and exposed to the weather, as opposed to the comfortable hall, serves to 

communicate true devotion as against indulgence.  Through the opposition, Shakespeare 

portrays that Viola understands more than Orsino what Olivia needs, setting the stage for 

Olivia’s love for Viola.   

 In MV, the gate of Portia has been used to indicate the unexpectedness of an arriving 

guest whom the owner is keen to see. In Act 2, Scene 9, her messenger tells her, ‘there is 
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alighted at your gate / A young Venetian’ (MV 2.9.85-86).  This follows after both the Prince 

of Aragon and the Prince of Morocco have been dismissed as unsuitable suitors. Portia has 

complained to Nerissa in Act 1, Scene 2 that she is tired of the stream of suitors whom she 

does not like and how she wishes to be free of her father’s rule, which states that she can only 

marry the man who chooses the correct casket out of three.  However she is impressed with 

Bassanio. As it turns out, the approaching Venetian is Bassanio, the suitor who, according to 

the servant, is ‘So likely an ambassador of love’ (MV 2.9.91) that ‘A day in April never came 

so sweet’ (MV 2.9.92).   In Mac., the horizontal distance between this structure and the main 

building is involved in situations that are most unwelcome for its owners. The primary action 

in question, which will be explored in the next chapter, is the knocking of Macduff at the 

‘south entry’ (Mac. 2.2.63), first heard as a distant sound by Macbeth and later enacted 

through the action of the porter foreshadowing trouble for Macbeth.  

  In the history plays, the gate/main house contrast has also been used in connection 

with the opposition between the ruling class and the country class.  In H8, the common 

people, who are ‘the youths that thunder at a playhouse, and fight for / bitten apples’ (H8 

5.3.50-51) and ‘faithful friends o’th’ suburbs,’ (H8 5.3.60) throng through the gate of the 

royal court to see Princess Elizabeth’s christening inside the palace.  The group has earlier 

been scolded by the porter: ‘[…] ye rogue! Is this a place to roar in?’ (H8 5.3.4). In H5, the 

opposition between the gate and the beautiful roofs of the house is used by Canterbury to 

justify the subservient relationship between subjects and ruler: 

  […] their emperor,       

  Who, busied in his majesty, surveys 

The singing masons building roofs of gold,     

 The civil citizens kneading up the honey,     

 The poor mechanic porters crowding in       

 Their heavy burdens at his narrow gate,      

  […]         

 So many a thousand actions once afoot      

 End in one purpose […]  (H5 1.2.196-212) 

In the above, Canterbury likens the society of human beings, who have ‘a king, and officers 

of sorts,’ (H5 1.2.190) to a colony of bees in the architectural structure of a hive. Like the 

bees, human beings have a leader, the king who leads the rest of the people working towards 

a common goal.  According to Canterbury, the division of society into various classes is as 

natural as bees working harmoniously together, suggesting that the subservience of the 

general people to their ruler is as important as it is natural. In this respect, two architectural 

forms have been deployed to help depict the theme of class division. The impressive, major 
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structure of the ‘roofs of gold,’ (H5 1.2.198) links its prestige to that of the king.  On the 

other hand, a secondary structure, the ‘narrow gate’ (H5 1.2.201) is crowded by moving 

‘mechanic porters,’ (H5 1.2.200) connecting the tight space with labouring menial servants. 

The gate/roof opposition therefore enriches the description of the ruling class and the lower 

class, complementing the simile on bees and communicating the necessity of a subservient 

population.   

The above examples involve the deployment of gates for figurative purposes.  We can 

see that Shakespeare often exploits the use of porters whose role is to determine who should 

or should not be allowed into the building they guard. The other facet of gates’ usage is the 

localization of scenes, seen mostly in the history plays.   For example, the gates of London’s 

palace are mentioned by Warwick in 3H6: ‘[…] we are those […] with colours spread, / 

Marched through the city to the palace gates’ (3H6 1.1.91-92). Associating London’s city 

gates with the gruesome tradition of displaying severed human heads, those of York have 

also been mentioned to refer to treasons and executions.  These appear in the lines: ‘Off with 

his head, and set it on York gates, / So York may overlook the town of York.’ (3H6 1.4.179-

180), ‘They took his head, and on the gates of York / They set the same (3H6 2.1.65-66), 

‘York’s head is set in view, above.’ (the city gates),’ (3H6 Sd. 2.2.1) and ‘From off the gates 

of York fetch down the head,’ (3H6 2.6.51).  These images refer specifically to the practice 

of the execution of people convicted of treason.  Involving the dismemberment of body parts 

and decapitation as well as the display of decapitated heads set on pikes on the gate of 

London Bridge at Southwark, these executions were public spectacles in the Elizabethan era.   

3.2 The Outer Court 

In a castle, the courtyard between the gatehouse and the building itself formed the 

outer court. Known formally as the base-court, its large size (two acres in the case of 

Warwick castle) catered to the owner’s need to accommodate a large number of horses and 

carts in the event of arriving large revenues. Being central in its position relative to the whole 

estate, this court was an architectural hub around which ranges of the castle were built. The 

great hall, the entrance porch, the kitchens and stables, especially faced it directly. As an 

open space surrounded by these rooms, the court not only allowed different classes of house 

population to congregate for household matters, but owners could also hold welcome 

ceremonies in its space when receiving guests. Given its function of holding various 

ceremonies and events, the court was sometimes seen as an architectural symbol for the 
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governance of the household.  This is the case for Shakespeare.  His play, Lr., contains a 

scene that depicts royal entourage and provisions crowding the base-court.  In Act 1, Scene 4, 

Goneril wants to cut down the size of King Lear’s retinue in her residence. To build up her 

case, she describes the difficulty she faces in managing her estate due to her father’s large 

retinue: 

  Here do you keep a hundred knights and squires,     

  Men so disordered, so debauched and bold,     

  That this our court, infected with their manners,     

  Shows like a riotous inn […]       

  Than a graced palace.   (Lr. 1.4.208-213) 

The image Goneril paints in the above is one of disruption taking place in the court caused by 

Lear’s overcrowding attendants.  Shakespeare presents such a situation as beyond Goneril’s 

acceptable boundaries of hospitality, constituting a break in governance and therefore a 

collapse of her family’s all-important status. 

 The courtyards of royal castles often adopted a symmetrical shape.  This is typified by 

the castles’ quadrangles that gave an organised, formal appearance to the buildings.285  

Shakespeare mentions the quadrangle built form in 2H6 to inject a sense of conspiracy, 

foreshadowing the tragic outcome of Gloucester.  In this play, Henry V dies young after 

uniting England and France, and Gloucester, the Regent of Henry VI, faces political 

difficulties due to schemes in the palace that are aimed at ousting him.  These include the 

accusation by Cardinal Beaufort that he has a ‘flattering gloss’ (2H6 1.1.159) and thus is a 

‘dangerous Protector’ (2H6 1.1.160), and Buckingham’s suggestion that he, Beaufort, and 

Suffolk cooperate to ‘hoist [Gloucester] from his seat’ (2H6 1.1.165).  In Act 1, Scene 3, 

Gloucester walks alone in the palace saying, 

  Now, lords, my choler being overblown      

  With walking once about the quadrangle,     

  I come to talk of commonwealth affairs.      

  As for your spiteful false objections,      

  Prove them, […]  (2H6 1.3.151-155) 

In Gloucester’s soliloquy, the reference to the quadrangle is associated with his besieged 

situation, foreshadowing his arrest due to traps set up by the conspirators.  As a regent, he is 

surrounded by conspiratorial plots, which he says are Beaufort’s ‘malice,’ (2H6 3.1.155) 

Suffolk’s ‘hate’ (2H6 3.1.156) Buckingham’s envy, (2H6 3.1.158) York’s ‘overweening arm’ 

                                                           
285 See for example the layouts of Hampton Court Palace and Whitehall Palace. 
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(2H6 3.1.160) or ambition, and Margaret’s ‘Causeless’ (2H6 3.1.163) accusations.  The scene 

of Gloucester circumambulating in a quadrangle reflects his situation of being surrounded on 

all sides by political enemies, emphasizing his solitariness and thus enacting how heavy the 

weight of political conflicts is in his mind.  

In R2, the formal term, ‘base-court,’ has been used to locate Richard’s surrender in a 

castle.  Working with architectural metaphors as well as physical features of buildings that 

are integrated with dramatic action, Shakespeare portrays vividly the helplessness and 

frustration of King Richard at the moment of submission. With many of his former allies 

defected to Bolingbroke, Richard has fled to Flint Castle to ‘pine away’ (R2 3.2.205).  His 

body, as he says, is comparable to a vulnerable castle: 

  As if this flesh which walls about our life     

  Were brass impregnable; and, humoured thus,     

  Comes at the last, and with a little pin      

  Bores through his castle wall; and farewell, king. (R2 3.2.163-166) 

In Act 3, Scene 3, there is a negotiation between Richard and Northumberland regarding the 

former’s surrender.  The King stands on the high bulwark of Flint castle, while 

Northumberland waits outside the building: 

 NORTHUMBERLAND  My lord, in the base court he doth attend   

   To speak with you. May it please you to come down?   

 KING RICHARD  Down, down I come, like glist’ring Phaeton,  

   Wanting the manage of unruly jades.     

   In the base court: base court where kings grow base,   

   To come at traitors’ calls, and do them grace.    

   In the base court, come down: down court, down King,    

         (R2 3.3.175-181) 

In this scene, Northumberland, on behalf of Bolingbroke, arrives at Flint to demand the 

throne from Richard. Otherwise, war will be waged.  Northumberland’s position is such that 

he stands before the castle’s outer walls, which have ‘rude ribs,’ (R2 3.3.31), which are the 

large protruding buttresses built to reinforce the castle’s walls.  In contrast to 

Northumberland’s position, Richard, as an occupant in the castle, is seen standing on its high 

platform facing down Northumberland.  The image of a castle with buttresses recalls the 

sense of Richard’s body as a venerable castle.  Significantly, it also conveys that Richard 

wants to appear strong before his impending fall. From this position, he will descend to the 

‘base court.’ This specific spatial relationship -- high wall against low court -- is a feature of 

the scene. Earlier, Richard has grieved over his own fall that is inevitable, thinking that 
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surrendering to Northumberland is to ‘debase ourselves’ (R2 3.3.126).  Invoking the motif of 

debasement, Shakespeare then uses the spatial relationship to convert the King’s acerbic self-

insult from architectural image to language.  Richard is to descend from the rampart’s ‘top’ to 

its ‘base,’ and by this, he is, literally as well as symbolically, degrading himself by having to 

obey his inferiors -- Northumberland’s and Bolingbroke’s -- order.  The order to come down 

is especially humiliating considering that the King is superior not only in rank but also in 

nobility -- according to Richard, Northumberland is not only his subject, but a ‘traitor’ (R2 

3.3.129).  It is significant that even at the point of surrender, Richard is seen ostentatiously 

humiliating Northumberland, harping ‘[…] To come at traitors’ calls and do them grace.’ (R2 

3.3.180). The depicted King’s descent from the high wall has the added effect suggesting that 

instead of being forced to resign, he has been requested to call upon his inferior, who is 

‘base.’  The very idea of descending the high wall has thus been creatively altered to assert 

Richard’s dignity, which is important for the King because, as Marjorie Garber has written, in 

this way ‘he [Richard] is able to move downward toward his fate, still the manager of his own 

actions and the poet of his own progress.’286 

3.3 Porches, Great Halls and Kitchens 

From the base-court of country houses, one would see a protruding entrance porch 

erected at the centre of the front façade of the main building. The porch, which is often 

substantial in size, plays an important part in making these buildings impressive as well as 

welcoming. Heraldic crests that were displayed prominently above the porch door, along with 

other physical features such as classical Greco-Roman pilasters were common architectural 

items used to adorn the porch.  For example, on Charlecote’s porch, the bases of the pilasters 

were carved in the shape of fish scales (See Chapter One, p.72). With such a decoration, the 

exterior architecture of the porch had incorporated the family’s adopted emblem, the Luce 

(the indigenous fish of the Avon) and the typical animal, ‘passant,’ for displaying the owner’s 

social status. As discussed in Chapter One (pp71-72), the porch’s architectural features 

provide Shakespeare with materials with which to comment on Justice Shallow.   

  

 

                                                           
286 Garber, 261. 
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Fig. 13 Plan of Haddon Hall, Derbyshire showing the relationship 

between the porch, the hall and the kitchen.  Source: Girouard, 1978. 

Artist unknown. 

On entering the porch of a typical castle one encounters a small lobby and the screen 

hall, which was built at an end of the great hall (Fig.13). Two large, arch doors of this lobby 

opened into the great hall.  The screen hall was also connected to a passage that led to the 

kitchen, which had multiple rooms not only for the preparation of food but also for 

entertainment. Girouard has written that rooms in the kitchen were used by their respective 

servants for eating and drinking as well as for entertainment. ‘The upper servants sometimes 

had breakfast in the pantry, and visiting servants or other visitors of similar status were also 

entertained there,’287 states Girouard. Such a use of space as described by Girouard may be 

found in Shakespeare’s plays.  In Shr., a troupe of players arrive at a Lord’s house to offer 

him their services.  The lord welcomes them to sleep over, sending them away to the 

‘buttery:’ 

  LORD  Go, Sirrah, take them to the buttery,    

             And give them friendly welcome every one.   (Shr. Ind.1.98-99) 

In Oth,, ‘All offices are open, and there is full liberty of feasting’ (Shr. 2.2.7) in the kitchen of 

Othello’s house in Cyprus. The servants’ celebration in the great kitchen may also be 

imagined in Mac.’s porter scene in which he says ‘we were carousing till the second cock,’ 

(2.3.19) in celebration of Duncan’s arrival in Inverness. ‘Buttery’ and ‘offices’ were rooms in 

                                                           
287 Girouard, 34. 
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the kitchen and Shakespeare in the above instances depicts the lower class population’s 

entertainment at the back of the house featuring a great kitchen.288 

 In TN, ‘buttery-bar,’ is employed for the illustration of Maria’s acerbic wit against Sir 

Andrew’s obtuse ignorance.  In the play, Sir Andrew tries to woo Maria, who takes advantage 

of the opportunity to be forward, encouraging him to ‘bring your hand to th’ buttery-bar and 

let it drink’ (TN 1.3.57-58).  A ‘buttery-bar’ is a kind of counter-top, below which is a shelf 

built for storing wine.289 Used by Maria, it suggests an encouragement of an amorous 

relationship since her remark invites Andrew to place his hand to top of the counter and 

hence near her breasts.290 However, Andrew who seems ignorant of the counter’s implied 

meaning, ask, ‘What’s your metaphor?’ (TN 1.3.59). Maria’s reply, ‘It’s dry’ (TN 1.3.60) 

insinuates that he lacks virility: he cannot be aroused upon Maria’s encouragement. 291 

Shakespeare capitalizes on the physical action enabled by the space of the counter to suggest 

Maria’s initiation of the amorous behaviour that is not understood by Andrew. 

Movements between the kitchen and the great hall were through the screen hall, 

which typically had a musicians’ gallery built over it. An awareness of this basic image may 

help us appreciate Shakespeare’s method and skill in incorporating household spaces in his 

drama to represent themes. Although the play Cor. is set in ancient Rome, one may also 

apply the idea about the layout of the country to imagine its scenes. When Coriolanus enters 

Aufidius’ ‘goodly house’ (Cor. 4.5.4) to seek ‘country service’ (Cor. 4.4.26), the latter is in 

the midst of holding a feast for ‘the nobles of the state’ (Cor. 4.4.9).  Coriolanus’s entry from 

outside the house to its inside is first signalled by the sound of music (Cor. Sd. 4.5.1) that 

accompanies the emergence of several servants.  In the scene he first appears at the screen 

hall. We know this because firstly, Coriolanus has walked past the gate, informed by the 

Second Servingman’s resentful remarks about the negligence of its guard: ‘Has the porter his 

eyes in / his head, that he gives entrance to such companions?’ (Cor. 4.5.10-11). Secondly, at 

the point of Coriolanus’ appearance, servants are seen traversing the house, shouting for 

actions as they are preparing for the dinner table. With dishes being carried by the servants to 

the hall, Coriolanus ‘smells’ (Cor. 4.5.4) the food, informing us that he is probably at the 

                                                           
288 The term, ‘offices’ refer to kitchens and their associated rooms.  See Taylor et al., 2140 and Honigmann, 

E.A.J., Othello, The Arden Shakespeare, 2016, 187. 
289  Drink was served on the ledge of the ‘buttery-bar,’ which was built on the lower portion of the half-door of 

the buttery.  See Taylor, et al, 1833.  
290  Action enabled by the furniture suggests a sexual innuendo.  See Taylor, et al, 1833, and Bate and 

Rasmussen, 653. 
291 ‘Dry’ suggests ‘weakness, possibly impotence.’ Taylor, et al, 1834.  See also Bate and Rasmussen, 654. 
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screen hall, which is the circulation space between the kitchen and the great hall. There and 

then, Coriolanus is prevented from further entry. ‘Whence are you? Here’s no place for you! 

Pray, go to the door.’ (Cor. 4.5.6-7) demands the First Servingman.  It is important to note 

that a line earlier, the Second Servingman has called out, ‘Where’s Cotus? My master calls 

for him.’ (Cor. 4.5.3). Hence, interestingly, just as the First Servingman is expecting Cotus to 

come forward from the kitchen in response to the second Servingman’s call, what we see is 

Coriolanus’ appearance, alerting the First Servingman.  Under the musical gallery in the 

capacious hall where Aufidius receives his guests, instead of a servant, Coriolanus has 

emerged from the hall as if coming from the kitchen at the moment of the owner’s call.  An 

image of the house’s interior, showing Coriolanus’ sudden intrusion as perceived by the 

servant has thus been vividly portrayed.   

And yet for the readers, such a sight prompted our reflection about the character of 

Coriolanus -- his modest posture contradicts his claim of superiority. Coriolanus, a general, 

has earlier been praised by Cominius as a hero who ‘cannot in the world / Be singly 

counterpoised’ (Cor. 2.2.79-80).  As a patrician, Coriolanus has an innate contempt for the 

lower class people. For example, when the custom requires him to bare his body to show his 

wounds before the masses in the marketplace so as to elect him into consulship, he thinks that 

such a display is ‘False to my nature’ (Cor. 3.2.14). For him, complying with the custom for 

the gaining of the plebeians’ flavour is an ‘inherent baseness’ (Cor. 3.2.122) he will not 

accept. In the play, banished for his insolent remark, ‘The fires i’th’lowest hell fold in the 

people! Call me their traitor, thou injurious tribune?’ (Cor. 3.3.69) targeted at and angering 

the tribunes, he seeks to ally with Aufidius against the Romans.  When entering Aufidius’ 

house and asked by the Third Servingman, ‘Where dwell’st thou?’ (Cor. 4.5.31) his reply, 

‘Under the canopy’ (Cor. 4.5.33) implying that he is ‘royally enthroned’ even though he is 

wearing only ‘tackle’s torn,’ (Cor. 4.5.56) indicates his inflexibility. 292 Interestingly, the 

ludicrous sight of the discussed Coriolanus’s posture overwhelms Aufidius. ‘I see thee here, / 

Thou noble thing, more dances my rapt heart / Than when I first my wedded mistress saw / 

Bestride my threshold (cor. 4.5.110-113), Aufidius invites him into the house.  He also 

instantly promises him to take revenge on the Romans for his banishment. The sight of a 

humbled Coriolanus by Aufidius at his doorway wonderfully unites the two generals in 

friendship.   

                                                           
292 Brockbank, P., Coriolanus, London: The Arden Shakespeare, 2007, 252. 
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The kitchen’s multiple roles that include general domestic management, cooking, and 

storing of provision mean that it was often built on a large scale, allowing many activities to 

take place. The passage connecting to the kitchen from the entrance porch first led to a pantry 

and a buttery that had a cellar (See fig. 13, p.120).  In these rooms, the pantler and the butler 

dealt out bread and wine respectively. Further inside and away from the passage, were 

cooking spaces -- the pastry with brick-lined ovens and the central hearth -- and sculleries for 

washing dishes.  Storage rooms such as the spicery and the larder would normally be 

contained in the cooking area.  The kitchen was further supported by a small court, which 

was a multi-purpose hall where servants may eat their meals. Shakespeare uses the image of 

such a kitchen imaginatively. The social practice involving the kitchen is a great material for 

Tim., which is set in ancient Athens. In the play, Flavius, a steward says to Timon, his master:  

When our offices have been oppressed       

 With riotous feeders, when our vaults have wept     

 With drunken spilth of wine, when every room     

 Hath blazed with lights and brayed with minstrelsy,    

 I have retired to a wasteful cock,  (Tim. 2.2.148-152)    

In Flavius’ above anaphora of culinary images, Shakespeare depicts the physicality as well as 

the practice in the kitchen in order to convey ‘the bounty of this lord’ (Tim. 2.2.154). The 

architecture of Flavius’s cellar features the vault, which is an arched form built over large, 

enclosed spaces found in country houses, connoting wealth and abundance.  The room’s 

‘drunken spilth of wine’ (Tim. 2.2.150) depicts that not only is there a spillage of alcohol, but 

also that it is the wine and not its lesser counterpart, the beer, that has been consumed.  The 

alluded vaulted space, which is an elaborate form thus matches the richness of the contents 

within. That the cellar is the domain of the chief servant is clear from the above speech. It is 

where Flavius has ‘retired to a wasteful cock’ (Tim. 2.2.152). Under his charge, the room 

becomes multifunctional, providing a place for private eating/drinking, and entertainment for 

visiting servants. It is a medieval practice that servants often slept communally in the 

kitchens, and if the group became too large, activities in the cellar would spill over to the 

connecting corridors and pantry/buttery.293 Act 2, scene 2 contains such an implied usage of 

spaces in the kitchen as a domain.  In the scene, Caphis, comes on behalf of his Senator to 

collect a debt from Timon but Timon does not want to engage with the usurer’s servant 

                                                           
293 See Girouard, 55 and McNeil, 52 for servants’ accommodation in the castle. For perspectives showing the 

serving rooms and passages, see McNeil, 54. 
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because ‘The time is unagreeable to this business’ (Tim. 2.2.40). Instead, he instructs Flavius 

to ‘see them well entertained’ (Tim. 2.2.43) -- presumably in the kitchen. 

 The above depiction by Flavius is, as Antony Dawson and Gretchen Minton suggest, 

one of a disorderly house, signifying Timon’s wastefulness. 294 The chaotic kitchen, ‘invaded’ 

by guests, makes a strong contrast to the image of Capulet’s well-organized kitchen in Rom, 

which is set in Italy:295 

  PETER   Where’s Potpan, that he helps not to take away?  He shift a   

                  trencher, he scrape a trencher!       

  […]          

  PETER   Away with the joint-stools, remove the court-cupboard, look to the 

      plate.  Good thou, save me a piece of  marchpane, and, as thou loves me,  

      let the porter in Susan Grindstone and Nell. (Rom. 1.5.1-7) 

Presenting servants working feverishly in Capulet’s house to ensure a successful banquet, the 

above scene depicts a domestic kitchen having a division of labour and efficient execution.  

According to the servants, kitchen materials -- joint tools, court cupboards and plate -- must 

be arranged in exact order and in their correct positions.  The roles of servants are also clearly 

spelt out. The combined effect gives a particular quality that defines Capulet’s household. 

Richardson suggests that the presented kitchen’s organised interior defines the mood of the 

occasion and Capulet’s hospitality. The banquet is arranged soon after a street fight between 

Capulet’s family and the family of Montague. Romeo, Montague’s son, attends the banquet 

in disguise. He meets Juliet for the first time, and unaware of each other’s background, the 

two fall in love with each other. Unfortunately, Romeo’s presence at the banquet draws a 

violent outburst from Tybalt, a nephew of Capulet, damaging the originally enthusiastic party 

atmosphere, finally causing the banquet to end abruptly.  This is despite Capulet’s instruction 

that Romeo may stay and that he (Capulet) wants the banquet to continue. Richardson 

suggests that the image of Capulet’s coherent kitchen serves to ‘build the audience’s 

anticipation of the “old-accustomed feast,”  which is for ‘cementing the loyalty of faction’ 

after a major conflict. 296 With the importance attached to the banquet in mind, its subsequent 

failure, helped by the image of the organized kitchen, brings out the unfortunate situation that 

Romeo ‘abuses such hospitality’ by wooing Juliet. 297  

                                                           
294 Dawson, A.B. and Minton G.E. Timon of Athens, London: The Arden Shakespeare, 2008, 218. 
295 Ibid. 
296 Richardson, 2011, 138. 
297 Ibid, 139. 
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3.4  Great Halls and Great Chambers 

 Historically, one who arrived at a country house at night would be impressed by its 

special idyllic atmosphere.  He or she would get a glimpse of burning logs in the hearth and 

beams of candles from the chandeliers of the hall through large bay windows overlooking the 

arrival court. On a moonlit night, the bay windows would also let in the moonlight. Various 

scenes in Rom. which is set in Rome, is evocative of such an atmosphere.  As a room for 

holding the ‘old-accustomed feast,’ (Rom. 1.2.18), the atmosphere is invoked for the scene’s 

romantic mood.  The mood of the large and public room in the house in this play is first set 

up through Act 1, Scene 2 that announces the number of arriving guests that are expected to 

come to the house.  Capulet tells Paris that he has invited ‘many a guests / Such as I love, and 

you among the store’ (Rom. 1.2.19-21).  Intending to have as many guests as possible in his 

house, Capulet exhorts, ‘One more most welcome, makes my number more’ (Rom. 1.2.21) as 

he orders his servant: 

 […]  Go, sirrah, trudge about;      

 Through fair Verona, find those persons out       

  […] and to them say,        

 My house and welcome on their pleasure stay. (Rom. 1.2.32-35) 

Capulet wants his house to be filled with night charm and filtering light so his guests can 

‘behold this night,’ (Rom. 1.2.22) which is lit by ‘Earth-treading stars that make dark heaven 

light,’ (Rom. 1.2.23). In Act 1, Scene 3, the mention of the hall space then signals the climax 

of the feast occasion. Here Capulet gives the order, ‘A hall, a hall! Give room, and foot it, 

girls’ (Rom. 1.5.23), for the party to start. The enthusiasm of Capulet, however, is completely 

destroyed by Tybalt’s threat of violence due to the presence of Romeo. According to Tybalt, 

Romeo, being a son of Montague, has come ‘To scorn at our solemnity this night’ (Rom. 

1.5.59). Tybalt orders his servant to fetch him his rapier in order to strike Romeo. Although 

Capulet acts to stop Tybalt’s violence, the latter’s rage results in the party’s abrupt end, 

creating a disturbed hall’s ambience, and bringing into focus the inter- and intra-family, and 

cross-generational conflict that exist in the play.  

 The idyllic atmosphere evocative of the great hall has also been exploited in MV, 

(another play set in Rome) where in Act 5, Scene 1, the charm of the hall lightens the mood, 

delivering a happy ending for the comedic play. In this scene, Lorenzo asks to celebrate 

Portia’s homecoming to Belmont: 
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  Within the house your mistress is at hand     
  And bring your music forth into the air.      

  How sweet the moonlight sleeps upon this bank!   (MV 5.1.51-53) 

Approaching her house and looking through its windows, Portia says to Nerissa, ‘That light 

we see is burning in my hall. / How far that little candle throws his beams!’ (MV 5.1.95-96). 

Interestingly, Nerissa replies to her that ‘When the moon shone, we did not see the candle,’ 

(MV 5.1.88-89) with which Portia counters, ‘Nothing is good I see without respect. / 

Methinks it sounds much sweeter than by day.’ (MV 5.1.98-99). In other words, Portia thinks 

that the worth of things depends on their context.298 The enchanting architectural atmosphere 

-- flickering candles lighting up the hall -- is used by Portia to argue that value is modified by 

its circumstances. 

 The bay window, which enables outside views to be seen from the inside (and vice 

versa), is explicitly mentioned in Tro. and TN.  In Tro., the reference focuses on the space 

that such a feature forms and the shape of the feature itself.  In the play, Pandarus says, 

  Nay, I am sure she does. She came to him th’other day into    

  the compassed window;  (Tro. 1.2.94-95) 

As defined by OED, a compass window denotes ‘a semicircular bay window.’299 In 

Pandarus’ speech above, the reference to ‘compass’ evokes the panache of Greco-Roman 

architecture featuring the arch. The bay window where Pandarus sees Troilus meeting Helen 

is semi-circular and bay, its semicircularity reinforcing the sense of recessed space formed by 

arched upright walls for Helen and Troilus to appear together, lending an air of importance to 

the two characters.  The incorporation of the classical architectural motif into the bay window 

space may be seen as part of Shakespeare’s aim to introduce a classical atmosphere to the 

setting.300   

 In TN, the bay window takes on a conventional form.301 Malvolio (Olivia’s straitlaced 

head servant), who, having been made to believe that his mistress, Olivia, is in love with him, 

                                                           
298 See Drakakis, J, The Merchant of Venice, London: The Arden Shakespeare, 2010, 376. 
299 ‘Compass-window, n.’ According to the OED, the term appeared in 1552, 1609, and 1825. 
300 Bay windows were first found in late medieval buildings.  See Jackson, N, ‘Views with a Room,’ 

Construction History, Vol.8, 1992, 54. 
301 Shakespeare has at least deployed five types of windows for his drama, namely the clerestory window; the 

bay window, the ‘lattice’ (2H4 2.2.53) window, a typical medieval window characterized by reticulated work 

with bars set diagonally; the ‘pent-house lid,’ (Mac.1.3.21) which refers to the window of a penthouse, used to 

depict Macbeth’s sleeplessness, and the ‘crystal window’ (Cym.5.3.184), used to create the great spectacle of 

Jupiter’s arrival. This shows that Shakespeare is keenly aware of their built forms and is able to draw freely 

from their physical attributes to create metaphors. 
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fantasizes about conjugal happiness with her.  In Act 4, Scene 2, in Olivia’s house, Maria and 

Sir Toby lock the servant up in a dark room.  They then have Feste, Olivia’s clown, speak to 

him. Inside the room, Malvolio complains that he is in ‘hideous darkness’ (TN 4.2.25) but 

Feste contradicts him by saying that his room actually has ‘bay windows transparent as 

barricadoes, and the clerestories […] are as lustrous as ebony,’ (TN 4.2.30-31).  Barricades 

are made of wood and of course non-transparent, and ebony is a kind of blackish wood that is 

not lustrous.  And since Malvolio is in a dark ‘prison,’ (TN 4.2.16) the room will not have 

clerestories, which are walls with high windows found in great halls or large naves of abbeys 

for admitting light.  Feste’ intention is to make Malvolio believe that the latter is insane. 

Tossing about the above architectural paradoxes in order to confuse the servant, he creates a 

contradicting physical atmosphere, enhancing the sense of the possible insanity of Malvolio.  

 The great hall, when mentioned directly in the plays, is often referenced in relation to 

its function as a space for reception/formal meeting. In Tro., Paris says, ‘Let us to Priam’s 

hall / To greet the warriors.’ (Tro. 3.1.126-127) in the palace.  In other plays, references to 

the hall’s function may also be found. Silence says, ‘’Tis merry in hall when beards wag all’ 

(2H4, 5.3.31), and Winter sings at the end of LLL, ‘When icicles hang by the wall, / […] / 

And Tom bears logs into the hall […]’ (LLL 5.2.874), delivering a feeling of warmth for the 

play’s conclusion. 302 The room is also mentioned in the stage directions for the grand 

banquet in H8, Act 1, Scene 4, discussed in Chapter Two (p.107). In this play, Shakespeare 

has vividly presented the host engaging with domestic management by having Guilford and 

the guests enter from the two distinctly separated doors, providing for a setting for the 

introduction of characters at the planned aristocratic function. The deployment of this room in 

Mac. and Ham.. in order to create the theme of formality will be discussed in Chapters Four 

and Five. 

3.5 The Great Chamber and the Long Gallery 

Inside the symmetrical wings of aristocratic country houses were rooms of distinction 

-- the gallery and various inner chambers. The planning for these exclusive rooms was 

characterised by the central concept of laying out suites of rooms in a straight line, resulting 

in layered privacy for the residence due to the sense of privileged progression. To create the 

linear route, one principal innovation of the country house was the long gallery, a key spatial 

                                                           
302 Humphreys suggests that 5.3.26 is taken from a popular song.  See Humphreys, A.R. King Henry IV Part 2, 

London: The Arden Shakespeare, 2007, 170. 
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feature of country houses.303 In Charlecote Park, the gallery began on the ground floor as a 

lobby, continuing on the first floor. This lobby had a high ceiling and elaborately paneled 

walls on its four sides. Within its enclosed space, a grand staircase went around an open well 

and along the walls, rising up to the upper floor gallery that led to the private chambers (see 

Chapter One p.71). With family portraits hung along the walls so that one could see the 

pictures in detail as he or she mounted the stairs, the gallery enabled the display of the 

pedigree of the family. 

The architect, Sir Roger North, described Elizabethan galleries as ‘recesses […] for 

select companies to converse in.’304 Since it was a space for ambitious subjects to network 

and entertain, in this room, courtiers would stay long hours waiting to gain an audience with 

the King or Queen. Many important, intimate conversations that took place in long galleries 

have been recorded by historians.  Orlin Lena Cowen, for example, has given us a tantalising 

account of the way ‘whispering galleries’ had been exploited to achieve ‘traitorous ends.’305 

In her account, because of the gallery’s shape that was long and straight, and therefore no 

persons could ‘approach unseen or listen at a nearby threshold unknown,’ Wolsey was able to 

expose the love affair between Henry Percy and Anne Boleyn. 306 To achieve that, Wolsey 

summons Percy to his long gallery and ‘within earshot of all the “servants of the 

chamber,”’307 chastized him for the love affair.  According to Cowen, ‘the process of taking 

this private matter to a private space but then exposing it in a publicly humiliating way had 

the desired effect,’ causing Percy to break off with Boleyn. 308 

In a number of plays by Shakespeare, themes relating to power and prestige involve 

the deployment of galleries. Their use as a waiting area for visiting knights may be seen in 

Per., in which Simonides suggests to assemble in the gallery while waiting for the knights: 

‘But stay; the knights are coming. We’ll withdraw / Into the gallery’ (Per. 2.2.56-57). This 

play is set in the cities of ancient Roman Empire, again indicating Shakespeare has drawn 

architectural imagery freely from English country houses. As a room for the display of 

                                                           
303 See Girouard, 100-102.  Used first as a sheltered connecting corridor, the gallery soon acquired the function 

of an exercising corridor and later a portrait lobby. 
304 As cited by Coope, R, in ‘The Long Gallery: Its Origins, Development, Use and Decoration,’ Architectural 

History Vol.29 (1986), 43-84, 59. 
305 Ibid. 
306 Ibid, 188. 
307 Ibid. 
308 Ibid. 
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portraits, the gallery is mentioned in 1H6.  In Act 3, Scene 2, Talbot is praised by the 

countess: 

Long time thy shadow hath been thrall to me,     

 For in my gallery thy picture hangs; (1H6 2.3.35-36)    

  

In WT in Paulina’s house, Leontes says,  

   […] But we came        

  To see the statue of our queen. Your gallery     

  Have we passed through, not without much content    

  In many singularities; but we saw not      

  That which my daughter came to look upon,     

  The statue of her mother. (WT 5.3.9-14)  

Also, in H8, an intimate conversation is featured in this room.  In this play, the King orders 

Lovell and Denny to ‘Avoid the gallery,’ (H8 5.1.86) so that he can ‘walk a turn together’ 

(H8 5.1.93) with Cranmer there and impart him the ‘news’ (H8 5.1.94) that he will soon be 

charged before a Council. While they walk in this room the King gives a ring to Cranmer so 

that the latter can show it to the Council should they try to imprison him, and in this way the 

King could hear his appeal.  

The position and role of the gallery as a waiting area of state rooms has also been 

suggested in 2H6 and Tim.. Since the gallery doubled as a waiting room, it is sometimes 

known as the ‘lobby,’ which is ‘A passage or corridor connected with one or more apartments 

in a building, or attached to a large hall, theatre, or the like; often used as a waiting-place or 

ante-room.’309 As an ideal space where one waited for political favour, it has been mentioned 

in the plays: in 2H6, ‘How in our voiding lobby hast thou stood / And duly waited for my 

coming forth?’ (2H6 4.1.63-64), and in Tim., ‘Follow his strides, his lobbies fill with 

tendance, Rain sacrificial whisperings in his ear’ (Tim. 1.1.81). 310  The gallery was the ante-

room of the presence chamber and in the above two examples, the invocation of the room 

imparts the sense of courtiers on the fringes of political power, their career or future 

controlled by more powerful figures.  

                                                           
309 ‘Lobby,’ n, 2. OED.  This definition has been used by contemporary authors. An example is Jonson’s 

Epicoene in which True-wit asks ‘Do you observe this gallery? Or rather lobby, indeed?’ (4.5.25-26). See 

Holdswort, R, Ben Jonson: Epicoene or The Silent Women. London: Bloomsbury, 2014, 115. 
310 Voiding lobby refers to ‘ante room,’ a reception area where people were discharged from the presence 

chamber.  ‘Sacrificial whisperings’ denote flatteries. See Knowles, R, King Henry VI, part 2, London: Arden 

Shakespeare, 1999, 289, and Taylor et al., 2442. 

ATTENTION: The Singapore Copyright Act applies to the use of this document. Library and Information Services Centre, National Institute of Education.



128 
 

In Ham, the ‘whispering gallery’ fits the themes of secrets and hidden truths well by 

providing a room for of Polonius’ furtive actions of hiding and eavesdropping.  As a space in 

which a conversation between lovers are overhead, the room helps to give the scene a sense 

of interiority by showing Polonius’ endeavour to penetrate Hamlet’s mind, linking actions to 

political espionage.  This will be discussed in detail in Chapter Five. 

3.6 The Great Apartment -- Withdrawing Chambers, Bedchambers and Closets 

Country houses had what is known as the ‘great apartment,’ which is the 

accommodation of the houses’ powerful owners.  The apartment’s contents, following in 

succession from the long gallery, consisted primarily of the great chamber, the presence 

chamber (outer), the privy chamber (inner), the withdrawing chamber, bedchambers and 

finally the closets, or cabinets -- all housed in a suite of rooms.311 In a palace, the presence 

chamber was the official throne room; the King or Queen would sit on a throne under a 

canopy.  The privy chamber serves as a place where they would meet statesmen or other 

dignitaries formally.  The withdrawing room was more exclusive than these rooms, providing 

a private place for the discussion of matters amongst a small group of advisors such as 

members of the Privy Council.  

In Shakespeare’s plays, the term ‘chamber’ has been used for the various rooms 

described above. In Wiv., when Slender accuses Pistol of stealing his purse, swearing ‘[…] or 

I would I might never come in mine own great chamber again else […]’ (Wiv. 1.1.107-108) 

we understand that the former is trying to impress his friends that he has a prestigious ‘great 

chamber’ in his house as against a parlour found in a normal home.  In Rom, a similar 

mention of the great chamber helps to project the chief servant’s authority. The servant in Act 

1, Scene 4 tells his subordinate: ‘You are looked for, and called for, asked for, and sought for 

in the great chamber.’ (Rom. 1.5.9-10). This happens because his subordinate cannot be seen 

when expected to be helping the arrangement of an important feast.  In the two examples 

above, the room is used to connote elite status or authority. In MND, Bottom and his fellows 

perform their play in Theseus’ palace.  Bottom’s instruction, ‘may you leave a casement of 

the great chamber window where we play open,’ (MND 3.1.205-206) to Quince is so that 

they can perform a romantic moonlight scene in which Pyramus and Thisbe appear. 

Otherwise, ‘one must […] and say he comes to disfigure, or to present, the person of 

Moonshine’ (MND 3.1.207-208). Here, physical features of the great chamber have been 

                                                           
311   
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mentioned, comically, to help convey the mechanicals’ sincere effort in conceiving a 

theatrical production. Their literal manner of thinking suggests a lack of regard for subtlety, 

making their actions comedic. 

The presence chamber is also mentioned in various plays. The term ‘presence,’ 

according to the OED, denotes a ‘place prepared for ceremonial presence or attendance; a 

presence chamber.’312 We may interpret it this way in the scene in H5 that shows the 

impressive appearance of the King: 

 ENTER King Harry, Humphrey […], Bedford, Clarence […]  
   KING HARRY Where is my gracious lord of Canterbury?  

  EXETER Not here in presence      

  KING HENRY V Send for him good uncle. (H5 1.2.1-3) 

A similar, yet more explicit reference can be found in H8 when Griffith reports to Queen 

Katherine: ‘An’t please your grace, the two great cardinals / Wait in the presence’ (H8 

3.1.16-17). Also, in Rom., Romeo says that Juliet’s tomb is ‘a feasting presence full of light’ 

(Rom. 5.3.86).  Here the word ‘presence,’ which has been interpreted as referring to the 

‘presence chamber,’ operates metaphorically, picking up on aspects of architectural 

magnificence associated with the grand room. 313 For Romeo, Juliet’s presence in the vault is 

so beautiful that it casts a glow, brilliantly lighting up and turning her tomb into a presence 

chamber.  In R2, the presence chamber is strewn with rushes.  Bolingbroke has been banished 

by the King, but Gaunt teaches Bolingbroke the way to bear his exile more easily, advising, 

‘Think not the King did banish thee, / But thou the King. (R2 1.3.D12-13).314 Encouraging 

Bolingbroke to imagine that ‘grass whereupon thou tread’st the presence strewed,’ (R2 

1.3.D22) he instructs Bolingbroke to think of exile as travelling on the floor of a magnificent 

room laid with elegant rushes.  This way, the reality of banishment has been reshaped to 

become a more pleasing thought -- that Bolingbroke leaves the country of his own accord.   

The privy chamber appears in H8 when Wolsey asks Lovell in H8, Act 1, Scene 4: 

‘[…] is the banquet ready / I’th’ privy chamber? (H8 1.4.96-97). In this scene, after the 

arrival of more guests including Henry in an ongoing party in the hall of his house, the latter 

says ‘dancing is a little heated’ (H8 1.4.100) to the King, who agrees by replying ‘I fear too 

                                                           
312 ‘Presence,’ n, 2, OED. 
313 See Gibbon, B, Romeo and Juliet, London: Arden Shakespeare, 1980, 226, for the interpretation of the word 

‘presence.’ See also Taylor, G., et al, 1072, and Bate and Rasmussen, 1737. 
314 Taylor, G, et al’s labelled the ‘first draft’ as a ‘deletion’ to reflect the textual history of the play.  See Taylor, 

G., er al, 52 
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much’ (H8 1.4.101). Encouraged by the King’s response, Wolsey proposes to withdraw with 

the King to the more private privy chamber: ‘There’s fresher air, my lord, / In the next 

chamber’ (H8 1.4.102-103). Henry then follows Wolsey’s advice, promising he will not 

‘forsake’ (H8 1.4.104) Anne Boleyn.  Bate and Rasmussen suggest that Henry’s ‘I fear too 

much’ (H8 1.4.101) plays on the sense of ‘lustful, hot blooded.’315 In the hall, Henry finds 

Boleyn, a stranger to him, pretty, and being very much taken by her, flirts with her.  When 

Wolsey discovers the flirtation, he forthwith suggests that the hall is too crowded, forcing 

Henry to acknowledge that he has been too carried away with Boleyn, thus effectively 

separating her from her suitor. Wolsey’s move therefore exploits the idea of privileged 

progression in the country house. How far a guest may progress through its chambers is an 

indication of his or her particular relationship with the owner.  For Wolsey, Boleyn does not 

belong in Wolsey’s privileged category.  This fact is authenticated in Act 3, Scene 2, in 

which Wolsey states his opinion of her: ‘Yet I know her for / A spleeny Lutheran and not 

wholesome to / Our cause. That she should lie i’th’ bosom of / Our hard-ruled King!’ (H8 

3.2.99-101). 

 In Cym., the use of the term ‘chamber’ refers clearly to the bedroom.  In the play, 

Giacomo sneaks in to a chamber after Innogen has fallen asleep.  Emerging from a trunk, the 

intruder begins to ‘note the chamber’ (Cym. 2.2.24), writing down ‘Such and such pictures, 

there the window, such / Th’adornment of her bed […]’ (Cym. 2.2.25-26).  He then uses the 

contents in the chamber as his ‘circumstances’ (Cym. 2.4.62) to convince Innogen’s banished 

husband, Posthumus, that she is ‘so easy,’(cym. 2.4.47) i.e. she could be seduced by 

Giacomo.  His visual account of her chamber contains the following:  

               The roof o’th’ chamber       

  With golden cherubins is fretted. Her andirons --     

  […] were two winking cupids        

  Of silver […] (Cym. 2.4.88-89)  

Shakespeare may have alluded to the elaborate hanging roof found in the great halls of large 

building such as that of the Middle Temple, medieval castles or the large canopy of the Globe 

Theatre, whose ceiling is ‘fretted,’ i. embellished with embossed, decorative timber panels. 

Giacomo’s objective is to make his false evidence believable by pricking the credible 

imagination of the male victim Posthumus.    

                                                           
315 Bate and Rasmussen, 1404. 

ATTENTION: The Singapore Copyright Act applies to the use of this document. Library and Information Services Centre, National Institute of Education.



131 
 

The ‘great apartment’ has a withdrawing room to which owners and their chosen 

visitors could retire for rest after dinner.316  One recorded example of such a contemporary 

use of the room may be found in Whetstone’s Heptameron of Civil Discourses, where 

Queene Aurelia ‘retyred her selfe into a pleasant drawing chamber’ after dinner. 317 This 

room, which was typically situated off the dining chamber, played an important part in 

holding the ‘void,’ which was ‘the serving after a meal […] of decorative sugar molds and 

sweatmeats […] together with sweet spiced wines and distilled spirits.’318 Distinguished 

guests of the house would often be invited to withdraw into this room as a way of passing 

time until after-dinner activities began in the great hall or dining chamber.  

In Shr., a lord says to his servants to carry Sly, a beggar who has been evicted from a 

tavern, to a ‘fairest chamber’ (Shr. Ind.1.42) so that he may lie on ‘a couch / Softer and 

sweeter than the lustful bed (Shr. Ind. 2.33-34).  Sly is later found (in Ind. 2.1) in a room 

served with good wine and food. Barbara Hodgdon indicates the setting as ‘a chamber in the 

Lord’s house,’ but it is plausible to argue that the chamber may be the withdrawing room. 319 

Tracy Thong usefully observes that when the lord arranges for his servants to bring ‘A most 

delicious banquet by [Sly]’s bed’ (Shr. Ind.1.35) and invites him to a ‘taste of […] conserves’ 

(Shr. Ind. 2.3), it is actually the worthless ‘void’ and not the main banquet that is presented to 

him: 

Shakespeare distinguishes the banquet course from a principal, sustaining meal by 

contrasting wine with small ale, and sweet conserves, with sweet conserves of beef 

[…]: instead of wine and sweetmeats before bed, Sly is presented with the banquet 

when he awakes from his ale-induced stupor.320 

Thong argues that for Sly as a beggar, being served the ‘void’ is a ‘stark reminder’ that his 

being is a “flatt’ring dream, or worthless fancy” (Shr. Ind.1.40). 321 Robert Kerr also writes in 

his The Gentleman’s House that the withdrawing room is a ‘perfected Chamber of Mediaeval 

plan,’ a ‘chief room of the house’ that serves both as a ‘Sitting-room of the family during the 

whole day’ as well as a reception room for special guests. 322 Equipped with furniture made of 

                                                           
316  See Girouard, 94 on the use of the withdrawing room by owners and their selected friends after dinner. 
317 Whetston G, An Heptameron of Civil Discourses, London: R. Jones, 1582, 22. 
318 Fumerton, P, Cultural Aesthetics: Renaissance literature and the Practice of Social Ornament, Chicago: 

Chicago UP, 1991, 112. 
319 Hodgdon, B., The Taming of the Shrew, London: Arden Shakespeare, 2010, 148. 
320 Thong, T, ‘Performances of the Banquet Course in Early Modern Drama’ in Fitzpatrick, J. Renaissance Food 

from Rabelais to Shakespeare, Farnham: Ashgate, 2010, 113. 
321 Fitzpatrick, 2010, 113. 
322 Kerr, R, The Gentleman’s House, Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1864, 119. 
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upholstered couches and settees, it is thus the most comfortable room in the house, enjoying 

‘the very best view that the house commands.’ 323 In the play, the room helps to dramatize the 

idea that Sly’s privileged reception that comes with an irresistible environment determines his 

subsequent behaviours. The lord’s huntsman says, Sly ‘cannot choose’ (Shr. Ind.1.38) his 

behaviour due to the offered reception when asked if he will be successfully deceived and 

‘forget himself’ (Shr. Ind.1.37) since he has been thrust into the chamber.  In this ‘fairest’ 

room, he is forced to stop caring about his past, asking ‘Am I a lord?’ (Shr. Ind. 2.59).  

Lastly, the ‘closets’ or ‘cabinets’ provide for Shakespeare’s drama some of the best 

materials for representing cunning behaviour.  In Lr., the privacy of the closet is exploited on 

two occasions.  In Act 1, Scene 2, Edmund forges a letter in which Edgar appears to plot the 

death of Gloucester.  Edmund tries to sway Gloucester into believing that the latter has 

discovered the letter himself and, therefore, the crime that Edmund foists upon Edgar. In 

front of Gloucester, Edmund makes a show of trying to hide the said letter with ‘terrible 

dispatch’ (Lr. 1.2.32) into his pocket, raising the suspicion of Gloucester, who demands to 

read it. After perusing the document, Gloucester asks, ‘When came you to this? Who bought 

it?’ (Lr. 1.2.52-53) probably thinking that the letter is brought to Edmund in person.  But 

Gloucester is mistaken.  Edmund replies that he has ‘found it thrown in at the casement of 

[his] closet’ (Lr. 1.2.54-55).  Edmund’s reference to the closet has the following connotative 

meanings. First, with the thrown letter in his closet, his most private room, it is almost certain 

that he has found it personally.  Secondly, since there is no messenger for the letter, there is 

no way for Gloucester to find out whether the letter is in fact delivered by Edgar. In view of 

the above, it is significant that Gloucester chooses to believe the contents of the letter even 

though there is no further evidence to back up Edmund’s claim.  Gloucester has accepted a 

superficial evidence -- that the letter is in a believable place of delivery, where it can be 

depended upon that the occupant of the room will find it.  

A comparable use of the closet may be seen in JC in which the room lends credibility 

to claims made in favour of its owner, Caesar. The room is part of persuasive rhetoric 

employed by Antony to win over the crowd from Brutus, and inciting and directing them to 

riot and avenge Caesar’s death.  They are a number of factors that contribute to Antony’s 

success in convincing the crowd.  His subtle insinuations of Caesar’s various virtues refute 

Brutus allegation that he (Caesar) is ‘ambitious’ (JC 3.2.70) thus building up the crowd’s 

                                                           
323 Ibid.,123. 
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initial belief that he is wrongfully assassinated. His manipulation of the crowd’s emotions by 

stating that they ‘would go and kiss dead Caesar’s wounds’ (JC 3.2.124) and the discovery of 

his will that will ‘inflame’ (JC 3.2.136) them further arouse their desire of viewing them. 

When finally the will of Caesar, along with his body is shown to the crowd, they forthwith 

charge off to wreak havoc in the city.  Significantly, Antony is successful in inciting them to 

riot without their inspection of the will.  He says he found the will ‘in [Caesar’s] closet’ (JC 

3.2.121), and as with Edmund’s case, the room, which is intimately associated with its owner, 

Caesar, where his will is likely to be found, has been invoked successfully to make assertions 

more believable. 

The other occasion in Lr. where the closet is deployed happens when Gloucester tells 

Edmund that the French army is invading and that one of the army’s divisions has actually 

landed in England.  ‘[…] received a letter […] I have locked the letter in my closet -- ’tis 

dangerous to be spoken -- I have locked the letter in my closet. […]. There’s part of a power 

already landed’ (Lr. 3.3.9-11), says Gloucester to Edmund.  After Gloucester has left, 

Edmund steals the letter and shows it to Cornwall as a piece of incriminating evidence that 

Gloucester is an ‘intelligent party to the advantages of France’ (Lr. 3.5.8-9).  Edmund is 

successful in his scheme to implicate Gloucester as Cornwall thus urges Goneril to ‘Post 

speedily to my lord your husband […] Seek out the traitor Gloucester’ (Lr. 3.7.1-3).  When 

Gloucester has been seized and questioned for his involvement in the French invasion, he 

defends himself by saying that the letter was ‘guessingly set down,’ (Lr. 3.7.45), and that its 

author has a ‘neutral heart,’ (Lr. 3.7.46) and not ‘from one opposed’ (Lr. 3.7.47).  As is the 

case with Edmund’s scheme to frame Edgar, no messenger can be identified to support 

Gloucester’s defence.  This time, however, a hidden messenger does not work in the favour 

of the letter’s holder.  Cornwall says Gloucester is ‘Cunning’ (Lr. 3.7.48) for the reason that 

he is evading the question of his involvement. The deployment of the closet’s privacy in both 

occasions is intended to make dangerous situations believable for intended listeners. In the 

case of Edmund, his listener believes in the existence of the dangerous letter, and the belief 

works in his favour.  In Gloucester’s case, however, although the closet is made use of to 

make his listeners believe that a dangerous letter exists, it works against him.  

Closets in Shakespeare’s plays are also where scenes of compulsive behaviour often 

happen.  Lady Macbeth’s obsessive behaviour concerning the ‘damned spot,’ (Mac. 5.1.30) 

which is Duncan’s blood, inside her closet will be explored in Chapter Four. In Ham., the 
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room has been referred to four times, serving multiple dramatic functions. The first function 

pertains to the portrayal of intimacy. In Act 2, Scene 1, which comes after Hamlet’s reeling 

encounter with his father’s ghost, Ophelia says that he has visited her while she is ‘sewing in 

[her] closet’ (Ham. 2.1.75). Seeing Hamlet’s dishevelled appearance, Ophelia says his 

‘doublet’ (Ham. 2.1.76) is ‘all unbraced’ (Ham. 2.1.76) and his garters ‘down-gyved to his 

ankle’ (Ham. 2.1.78). Hamlet’s appearance in Ophelia’s room, according to the New 

Variorum edition of Hamlet represents a kind of ‘regular amorous etiquette’ of a man 

‘professing himself deeply in love’ given that the closet is where customarily a woman would 

only entertain her husband. 324 Although intimations of erotic possibilities are speculative, the 

image of Hamlet making an entrance into Ophelia’s private space, is, to use Jenkin’s 

suggestion, an ‘unseemly’ intrusion, suggesting their intimate relationship as lovers.325 The 

created silent space helps in the representation of Hamlet’s agony and concealment, both of 

which are at the centre of the scene, where the silent atmosphere in the closet and the theme 

of agony (mixed with hiding emotions) are interconnected. As will be discussed in Chapter 

Five, Shakespeare’s use of the closet space here is real as well as conceptual, and is effective 

in the delivery of emotions.   

 Finally, in Tit., when Titus addresses Lavinia and Marcus, saying ‘I’ll to thy closet 

and go read with thee / Sad stories chanced in times of old,’ (Tit. 3.2.81-82) the room is 

deployed in connection with parental nurturing.  James Daybell says that in the Elizabethan 

times it was customary for young girls of elite families to receive a good education through 

tutoring at home.326 In a way, not least through a reading space offered by a closet, Act 3, 

Scene 2 of Tit. depicts the said method of educating a young woman.  In the play, Titus tries 

various ways of alleviating the pain of his incapacitated daughter. Saying that she is a ‘map 

of woe,’ (Tit. 3.2.12) he feeds her in a banquet while trying to ‘interpret all her martyred 

signs,’ (Tit. 3.2.36) and ‘wrest an alphabet’ (Tit. 3.2.44) from her mimed actions.  After the 

meal he suggests a retreat to her closet to read old sorrowful tales as a way to entertain her 

and thus distract her from sorrow. In instructing Lavinia, Titus plays both the role of both a 

father and a mother. As Ann Christensen suggests, by feeding Lavinia, Titus takes over the 

female role through providing domestic care and comfort that are traditionally associated 

                                                           
324 Furness, H.H. Hamlet: The Variorum Edition, NY: Dover, 2000, 126. 
325 Jenkins, H. Hamlet, Arden Shakespeare, 1982, 234. 
326 On the way upper-class girls acquired education, please see Daybell J, ‘Women, Politics and domesticity,’ in 

Women and Writing: The Domestication of Print Culture, (eds) Lawrence-Mathers A and Hardman, P, 

Woodbridge: Boydell and Brewer, 2010, 112. 
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with women.  It is in ‘their [women’s] capacities to produce, prepare, and provide food for 

their families.’ 327 On the other hand, since young women traditionally acquire their education 

through their fathers, by reading with or to Lavinia, Titus also plays the nurturing role of a 

father. In the light of Titus’ action that encompasses both the paternal and maternal roles, the 

scene, helped by the intimate space of the closet, movingly portrays Titus’ nurturing role.  

3.7 Orchards 

An orchard in a country house is an enclosed garden for the cultivation of fruit trees.  

Usually surrounded by high walls to protect against theft, and furnished with arbours and 

footpaths, its privacy is suitable for activities such as strolling, rest, intimate conversation, 

leisure reading and meditation, and conspiracy.  Its facility and associated activities are 

alluded to in Shakespeare’s various plays.  In Ado, when Hero tells Margaret, ‘As we do trace 

this alley up and / Our talk must only be of Benedick,’ (Ado. 3.1.15-17), she makes use of the 

pocket gardens within to execute a planned conversation with Margaret so that Beatrice can 

overhear it and be tricked into believing that Benedick is in love with her. When Antonio 

confides to Leonato: ‘The Prince and Count Claudio walking in a / thick-pleached alley in 

mine orchard, were thus much overheard by a man of mine: […]’ (Ado. 1.2.7-9), the 

architecture of the orchard is integrated with action, the complex, labyrinthine of its space 

serving to enable the activity of plotting and overhearing. Again when Benedick asks the boy, 

‘In my chamber window lies a book, bring it hither to me in / the orchard.’ (Ado. 2.3-3.4), the 

relationship between the inner rooms’ windows and garden is established, announcing that 

architecture will come into play for the depiction of deception. Indeed, in Act 3, Scene 3, this 

inter-relationship of space is developed to portray the theme of deception. Borachio explains 

his deception to defame Hero by having Margaret stand by Hero’s window:  

                   She leans                       

me out at her mistress’s chamber window, bids me a thousand times                       

good night […] I should first tell thee how the Prince,                                         

Claudio, and my master planted and placed and possessed by my master                 

Don John, saw far off in the orchard this amicable encounter.’ (Ado. 3.3.111-115). 

The action of courtship may be seen in Tro. and Rom.. In Tro., Pandarus tells Troilus, 

‘Walk here i’th’ orchard, I’ll bring her straight’ (Tro. 3.2.14) in reference to the latter’s 

meeting with Cressida. The ‘expectation’ (Tro. 3.2.15) of meeting her for the first time 
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‘whirls me round’ and ‘enchants my sense’ (Tro. 3.2.17).  In Rom., Romeo ‘leapt this orchard 

wall’ (Rom. 2.1.5) in order to see Juliet, who wonders, ‘How cam’st thou hither, tell me and 

wherefore? / The orchard walls are high and hard to climb’ (Rom. 2.1.104-105). ‘With love’s 

light wings did I o’erperch these walls, / For stony limits cannot hold love out,’ (Rom. 

2.1.108-109), replies Romeo.  For this scene, trees as well as their fruits are adverted to in 

order to enhance the sense of wooing. Romeo swears his ‘true-love passion’ (Rom. 2.1.146) 

by the moon that shines on ‘fruit-tree tops’ (Rom. 2.1.150).  Also, according to Mercutio, 

Romeo sits ‘under a medlar tree’ (Rom. 2.1.34), wishing ‘his mistress were that kind of fruit 

[…] that she were / An open-arse, or thou a popp’rin’ pear’ (2.1.34-38).328  

Arbours of orchards have been mentioned in 2H4 and JC.  Shallow’s ‘[…] you shall 

see my orchard, where, in an / arbour, we will eat a last year’s pippin of mine […]’ (2H4 

5.3.1-2), and Antony’s ‘[…] he hath left you all his walks, / His private arbours, and new-

planted orchards, […] to walk abroad and recreate yourselves,’ (JC 3.2.228-232), connote the 

pride of possessing a privileged place for recreation and recuperation, whose notion is 

suggestive in Jn:  

 PEMBROKE His highness […] holds belief     

   That being brought into the open air,     

   It would allay the burning quality     

   Of that fell poison which assaileth him.                                                       

  PRINCE HENRY Let him be brought into the orchard here. (Jn. 5.7.6-10) 

In Ham., the orchard is transformed into a sanctified garden that has been violated, carrying 

the Edenic undertone: ‘Sleeping within my orchard -- / My custom always of the afternoon -- 

/ Upon my secure hour thy uncle stole, / With juice of cursed Hebona in a vial’ (Ham. 1.5.58-

61). 

In AYL, the conceptual use of the orchard to suggest the privilege of aristocratic 

affiliation creates a great tension. In the play, the right of access to Oliver’s orchard, which he 

inherits from his father is denied to Orlando, his younger brother.  According to Orlando, he 

‘gains nothing under him’ (AYL 1.1.10), he elder brother letting him ‘feed with his hinds,’ 

(AYL 1.1.14) and bars him ‘the place of a brother’ (AYL 1.1.14). In the scene that questions 

the younger brother’s rights to the garden, actions have been forwarded to bring matters to a 

                                                           
328 ‘Open-arse’ is a medlar fruit that carries sexual overture. Mercutio used the sexual innuendo, ‘popper-in’ or 

‘pop her in’ as well as the phallically shaped pear to describe Romeo’s wooing of Juliet.  See Bate and 

Rasmussen, 1696 and Taylor, G. et al, 1022. 
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climax.  Seeing Orlando in his orchard, Oliver accosts him, questioning, why Orlando is 

there, and whether he knows he has trespassed it: 

 OLIVER Now sir, what make you here?      

   […]         

 ORLANDO […] What prodigal portion have I spent that I should come to such penury?

 OLIVER Know you where you are, sir?      

 ORLANDO O, sir, very well; here in your orchard.     

 OLIVER Know you before whom, sir?      

 ORLANDO […] I know you are my eldest brother, […] (AYL 1.1.12-33)  

      

In the above exchange, the representation of brotherly inequality depends on the entitlement 

of access to the orchard.  Emphasising Orlando’s presence in it has the effect of infusing a 

particular distinction to the status of Oliver. At the same time, it pairs Oliver’s status with a 

kind of demeaning arrogance, which derived from his disentitlement of Orlando’s right 

although Orlando is his brother and thus should have the same nobleman pedigree.  

Therefore, when Oliver finally acquiesces, saying ‘get you in,’ (AYL 1.1.58) permitting 

Orlando to go inside the property, the scene builds up a highly satisfying moment. Arguably, 

Orlando’s entry into his brother’s orchard restores his claimed ‘gentleman-like qualities’ 

(AYL 1.1.52) and birth-right.   

3.8 Ruins 

Shakespeare would have seen many ruins since the Reformation opened the way to 

the Dissolution of the Monasteries that had left many religious buildings unroofed.329 In 

Chapter Two (pp.52-53), I suggest that in MV, Act 1, Scene 1, there is a feeling of nostalgia, 

audible through the allusion of a ruined church that represents Antonio’s melancholy, which 

may have been aroused by Shakespeare’s re-visiting the defaced interior of the Guild Chapel.  

Similar emotions may keenly be felt in the depicted images showing architectural ruins, 

featured strongly in the early works. For, example, in Tit. the use of ruins evokes melancholic 

reverie. This anticipates the obsession with ruins developed in the 18th century in Western 

modernity due to the notion that architectural ruins were capable of triggering nostalgia.  

According to Andreas Huyssen, ‘The architectural ruin is an example of the indissoluble 

combination of spatial and temporal desires that trigger nostalgia.  In the body of the ruin the 

                                                           
329 Margaret Aston wrote that Reformation England ‘acquired a whole suite of ruins.’  See Aston. M, Images 

and Literacy in Late Medieval Religion, London: Hambleton Press, 1984, 313. The number of ruins due to the 

demolition of monasteries in the 1530s exceeded 850. Such ruins in Warwickshire include St Mary’s Abbey, 

Merevale Abbey, Wroxall Abbey and Kenilworth Abbey. See Coomans, T, et al,  Loci Sacri, Leuven UP, 

Leuven, 2012, 227. 
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past is both present in its residues and yet no longer accessible, making the ruin an especially 

powerful trigger for nostalgia.’ 330 In the play, this happens when a Goth sees Aaron while the 

former ‘strayed / To gaze upon a ruinous monastery […] earnestly did fix mine eyes / Upon 

the wasted building’ (Tit. 5.1.21-23).  Also, in Shakespeare’s Sonnet 73, ‘Bare ruined choirs, 

where late the sweet birds sang,’ (line 11) the reference to the remains of a chancel 

reminisces about the sounds of the choir that rang with ‘sweet birds’ that is suggestive of 

human singers in old abbeys. 

Like their religious counterpart, residential ruins also generate inspiration for what 

John Drakakis says, ‘invocations of sensation, as reminders of “lost time’ […] a tension 

between the receding past with its irrationalities and superstitious, and the rational […] 

anxieties and uncertainties.’331 One economic consequence of the Great Rebuilding that sees 

an unprecedented building activity in Shakespeare’s time was that many house owners 

became bankrupt, leaving their unfinished project 

A naked subject to the weeping clouds,      

 And waste for churlish winter’s tyranny.  (2H4 1.3.37)     

One may find representations of such intense emotional feelings in TGV and Err.. In Err., 

Luciana rebukes her assumed husband for not being faithful even though their marriage is 

still recent. ‘Shall Antipholus, / Even in the spring of love, thy love-springs rot? / Shall love 

in building grow so ruinous? […] if you like elsewhere, do it by stealth’ (Err. 3.2.2-8), she 

says to Antipholus.  For Luciana, men will stray and therefore, it is better not to know about 

their affairs.  Instead, a wife should only be concerned about the duration or extent in time of 

men’s love for their wives and men’s method of betrayal. Her invocation of ruins thus has a 

touch of helplessness and desperation for the sense that infidelity is like the ravages of fate 

and time.   

In TGV, architectural ruins is used to lament the abandonment of derelict houses, 

invoking sympathy.  It is originally a building in which Valentine, who abandons it for the 

‘wonders of the world abroad’ (TGV 1.1.6), and who    

living dully sluggardized at home,     

 Wear out thy youth with shapeless idleness. (TGV 1.1.2-8)   

                                                           
330 See Huyssen. A, ‘Nostalgia for Ruins’ in Grey Room, No. 23 (Spring,2006), 6-21.  
331 Drakakis, J. ‘Introduction’ in Gothic Shakespeare, Drakakis, J. and Townshend, D., Routledge: NY, 2008, 

14. 
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However, as he ventures abroad, confusion, entrapment and violence threaten him.  In the 

city, thieving outlaws tend to create ‘outrages / On silly women and poor passengers’ (TGV 

4.1.68-69).  At the play’s end, Valentine accepts conclusively that the countryside is more 

able in providing a favourable environment for his development than the city: 

  How use doth breed a habit in a man!      

  This shadowy desert, unfrequented woods     

  I better brook than flourishing peopled towns. (TGV 5.4.1-3) 

 

He finds that he is better suited for a simple life in the countryside because in this kind of 

environment, he can ‘sit alone, unseen of any’ (TGV 5.4.4) and ‘Tune my distresses and 

record of my woes’ (TGV 5.4.6). The image due to ‘shadowy desert, unfrequented woods’ 

(TGV 5.4.2) that contrasts with the ‘flourishing peopled towns’ (TGV 5.4.3) reverses the 

contrast set up by ‘world abroad’ (TGV 1.2.6) and ‘at home’ (TGV 1.2.7).  And as if 

importuning his audience to sympathise with this reversal, Valentine portrays a symbiotic 

relationship between the countryside and its inhabitants through architectural ruins of houses: 

  Leave not the mansion so long tenantless     

  Lest, growing ruinous, the building fall      

  And leave no memory of what it was.      

  Repair me with thy presence,  (TGV 5.4.8-11)    

  

The self-sustainability of buildings is only an architectural capability of the present day.  In 

the past, people would find their facilities dilapidated if they ceased to use or inhabit them. 

Shakespeare’s audience would have appreciated Valentine’s above supplication.  Charles 

Nicholl has written that although Shakespeare lived in London for the most part of his 25 

career years, the playwright had not become an urbanite ultimately.  Many people, like 

Shakespeare, were in the city only out of professional necessity. ‘He [Shakespeare] was, like 

so many other Londoners, an incomer: part of a demographic rip-tide which saw the city 

double its population during the sixteenth century, reaching about 200,000 at the beginning of 

James’s reign,’ says Nicoll.332 In view of this, the Elizabethans would have been reminded 

poignantly of the grey moss upon the walls, the damaged grounds, the stained tiles of the 

roofs, the broken walls of ‘tenantless’ (TGV 5.4.8) houses in the village, all of them working 

wonderfully in strengthening the expression of old, cherished homes. The significance of the 

depicted ruins is that they have the effect of pulling the play out of its depicted story, 

foregrounding the reactions of readers by putting the drama in their context.  As a result, the 

                                                           
332 Nicholl, C. The Lodger: Shakespeare on Silver Street. London: Penguin, 2008, 36. 
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countryside now seems more inviting than it has once been in the beginning scene due to a 

strong injection of fresh perspective. Ruins, as remains of man-made architecture, brings our 

memories about the past into the present and suggest how the experience of the present can 

be shaped by feelings about the past.  The final lines reaffirm this thinking.  The past is a 

worthy experience that may be ‘wonder[ed]’ (TGV 5.4.167) at. ‘One feast, one house, one 

mutual happiness,’ (TGV 5.4.171) according to Valentine, may only be achieved by reflecting 

what has come to pass (hath fortuned) (TGV 5.4.167) and to repent: 

  I’ll tell you as we pass along,       

  That you will wonder what hath fortuned.     

  Come Proteus, ‘tis your penance […]      

  That done, our day of marriage shall be yours.     

  One feast, one house, one mutual happiness.   (TGV 5.4.166-171) 

 

This chapter attempts to explore the minute architectural particulars relating to 

country houses in relation to dramatic action.  I examine the use and ideas relating to country 

houses, while also illustrating Shakespeare’s repeated use of specific forms and functions. I 

have shown that architectural form and function as found in the various plays are strongly 

related to focused activities, arguing that their distinctive usage are often bound with dramatic 

themes and action.  I have also demonstrated that an important part of Shakespeare’s 

architectural strategy is the adaptation of ideas according to cultural association with 

architecture and architectural practice.  They help to emphasize thematic concerns, which in 

turn emphasizes architectural space in the plays.  Finally, I have demonstrated that by treating 

architectural form and function that Shakespeare alludes to as a set of physical spaces through 

which implications of actions may be explored, many of his plays’ thematic meanings may 

become resonantly clearer.  
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Chapter Four 

Reconstructing and Reimagining Castles in Macbeth 

 

This chapter explores Shakespeare’s creation of both the exterior and interior architecture of  

castles in Mac.. It argues that in the play, castles and their physical spaces are created not 

only through depicted physical scenes, but also via the portrayal of a series of interactions 

shaped by the realities of actual rooms in castles, connecting architecture to the play’s 

emotional discourse and moral interest. It also argues that part of Shakespeare’s creative 

process in his play is to conceive of castles imaginatively and freely to facilitate the drama of 

the play. My purpose for this chapter is therefore to illustrate, through a reconstruction from 

the play’s architectural language and spatial allusions, that the architecture of castles plays an 

important role in shaping the play’s actions and thematic concerns.  

The play Mac. depicts the usurpation of the power and murder of King Duncan by 

Macbeth and his wife, and the guilt of the couple that leads to their descent into delusion and 

insanity. The couple’s intrigue to kill Duncan, the murder’s progression that is sequential, and 

the murderers’ mental disintegration happen in Macbeth’s residences -- first Inverness, then 

Forres and finally Dunsinane.  Before the play’s action moves into Inverness castle, a 

triangulation of three geographical domains involving the capital, the forest and the 

provincial household first plots out the mutual relationship between the three distinct living 

zones, presenting Macbeth’s residence as intertwined with politics in the capital and 

uncertainties in the forest.  The initial scene, Act 1, Scene1, quickly presents three witches in 

a wild, blasted heath uttering chanting words, confronting Macbeth ‘upon the heath’ (Mac. 

1.1.7).  It is followed by Macbeth’s military victory in Act 1, Scene 2 which shows him 

returning from a battle to fix his opponent’s head upon ‘our battlements’ (Mac. 1.2.23).  In 

Act 1, Scene 3, the witches meet with Macbeth and Banquo, greeting them with ‘present 

grace and great prediction / Of noble having and of royal hope’ (Mac. 1.3.50-51). In this 

scene, although the location is set in the wild ‘heath,’ it has a physical orientation.  Banquo 

asks, ‘How far is’t called to Forres? -- What are these, / So withered […]’ (Mac. 1.3.34-35) 

connecting actions in the forest space to that of Forres castle, the palace in the capital.  

In Act 1, Scene 4, the reality as well as formality of Forres as an administrative centre 

is communicated through the language of court expectation and exchange.  We know that in 
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Duncan’s palace in Forres, treasons are ‘confessed’ (Mac. 1.4.6), ‘pardon[s]’ sought (Mac. 

1.4.6) and presumptions warned against: ‘There’s no art / To find the mind’s construction in 

the face’ (Mac. 1.4.12-13). On the other hand, those who have gained ‘absolute trust’ (Mac. 

1.4.15) of the King shall be rewarded. There are also a set of duties binding members of the 

court.  For the courtiers, these duties ‘Are to your throne and state, children and servants’ 

(Mac. 1.4.25), whereas for the King, he has the obligation to ‘receive’ (Mac. 1.4.24) these 

duties. The above roles and responsibilities at court are further accompanied by the reality of 

political hierarchy.  The courtiers know who will be promoted:   

 And you whose places are the nearest, know      

  We will establish our estate upon      

  Our eldest, Malcolm, whom we name hereafter […] (Mac. 1.4.36-38) 

Forres as a national administrative center is thus firmly established due to the political 

atmosphere accorded to the palace where the result of succession -- Malcolm, being Duncan’s 

eldest son, is to be heir to the throne -- is conveyed with the help of the architectural term, 

‘establish our estate,’ used to refer to the decision of succession.  

Significantly, in the play, the heath, as a place, is also given an administrative 

function akin to Forres. Firstly the heath is invested with an atmosphere of royal presence that 

is almost identical to that of a palace.  On the heath the witches greet Macbeth with ‘present 

grace and prediction / Of noble having and of royal hope’ (Mac. 1.3.50-51).  Secondly, it 

assumes the symbolic role of the palace, which is for conferring official positions. The heath 

is the place where the witches hail Macbeth as ‘Thane of Glamis,’ (Mac. 1.3.43) Macbeth’s 

original position, and also ‘Thane of Cawdor,’ (Mac. 1.3.44) his new title, previously held by 

the traitor slain by Macbeth. The witches also announce that Macbeth ‘shalt be king 

hereafter’ (Mac. 1.3.45). Whereas on Banquo, the witches declare that ‘Thou shalt get kings, 

though thou be none’ (Mac. 1.3.62). The prediction by the witches on the heath thus clearly 

contravenes the established court custom of Forres, which settles the succession of the state 

by virtue of relationship to the King.  As a result, one gets the sense that the palace in Forres, 

as an administrative centre, is being challenged by the heath. 

At this stage of the play the heath and the Forres form the focussed locations for 

dramatic actions. In Act 1, Scene 4, Duncan’s statement, ‘From hence to Inverness, / And 

bind us further to you,’ (Mac. 1.4.42-43) connecting Forres to Macbeth’s residence at 

Inverness in honour of his bravery, contextualizes Inverness castle, introducing the said 

provincial castle in a capital-heath-province triangle, setting up three physical domains that 

ATTENTION: The Singapore Copyright Act applies to the use of this document. Library and Information Services Centre, National Institute of Education.



143 
 

exert zonal influence on each other. The voice of the witches from the heath predicts that 

Macbeth, as the regional Thane of Inverness, will emerge as a ruler but the established 

system in Forres decides the naming of Malcolm, Duncan’s eldest son as its heir (Mac. 

1.4.37-38) creating great tension in the play. In this context, Shakespeare then presents 

Macbeth as having the idea that the heir as decided by the court is a stumbling block to his 

promotion (Mac. 1.4.49-50).  Macbeth’s perceived obstacle inspires his ‘black and deep 

desires’ (Mac. 1.4.51) to kill Duncan and his sons in his castle.  

Inverness castle as a provincial residence as depicted in the above contextualising 

triangle is therefore not a standalone entity in a remote place.  Rather, Shakespeare sets the 

castle up as a regional power base that forms part of national geo-politics, whose network has 

as an essential part of its fabric the notion of hospitality.  Duncan’s ‘bind us further to you,’ 

(Mac. 1.4.43) in the form of a royal visit to the castle conveys the kind of royal indebtedness 

as his subject’s guest. Correspondingly, Macbeth’s statement, ‘I’ll be myself / The harbinger 

and make joyful / The hearing of my wife with your approach’ (Mac. 1.4.44-46), implying 

that he will be the personal provider of Duncan’s lodgings, obligates the making of a 

hospitable, joyful environment by him as host. 333 The scene Act 1, Scene 5 that follows 

reinforces this theme with the help of images depicting Duncan’s imminent arrival at the 

castle -- his allegorical entry at the gatehouse and the domestic reception.  In this regard, a set 

of linguistic references relating to royal arrival at the subject’s residence, and the house’s 

preparation for its owners’ expectation of the arrival are used: ‘The King comes here tonight,’ 

(Mac. 1.5.26) ‘Who, were’t so, / Would have informed for preparation?’ (Mac. 1.5.28-29), 

‘Give him tending; / He brings great news’ (Mac. 1.5.34-35), ‘[…] the fatal entrance of 

Duncan  / Under my battlements,’ (Mac. 1.5.35-36) ‘My dearest love, / Duncan comes here 

tonight’ (Mac. 1.5.54-55).  These expressions culminate in ‘He that’s coming / Must be 

provided for’ (Mac. 1.5.62-63).  Significantly, the entrance battlements of Inverness castle is 

used to mark Duncan’s entry that will ultimately be ‘fatal,’ (Mac. 1.5.35), giving Macbeth’s 

preparation for the hospitable environment a sinister double entendre. 

Following the shift of locale that Lady Macbeth’s ‘the fatal entrance / Under my 

battlements’ (Mac. 1.5.35-36) builds up, the next six scenes orientate us, via a linear 

movement through Macbeth’s estate, toward a sequential development of Macbeth’s 

                                                           
333 .Harbinger’ is an officer of the household employed to prepare lodgings for the king. See explanation offered 

by Clark, S and Mason, P., Macbeth, The Arden Shakespeare, 2015, 152.  See also Taylor et al., 2514. 
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murderous purpose.  Act 1, scene 6 presents Duncan and his retinue entering a physical space 

that has an intermediate function, before moving on to the house interior.  As Duncan and 

Banquo enter this space, they exchange impressions of the castle.  First, the King comments 

that ‘This castle hath a pleasant seat.’ (Mac. 1.6.1). Then, Banquo responds by saying that the 

castle is a ‘loved mansionry’ (Mac. 1.6.5) having architectural features including the ‘jutty,’ 

frieze,’ and ‘buttress’ (Mac. 1.6.6-7) where the ‘temple-haunting martlet’ (Mac. 1.6.4) has 

‘made his pendant bed and procreant cradle’ (Mac. 1.6.8). This exchange is followed by Lady 

Macbeth’s appearance to receive Duncan, ending finally with her conducting Duncan into the 

castle (‘Conduct me to mine host’) (Mac. 1.6.29). Partly because the exchange depicts first 

architectural impressions of arrival, and also because arriving dignitaries and greeting host 

appear in the same place prior to entering the house, the intermediate space suggests that it is 

in the castle’s forecourt that each has expressed his own spatial experience.  

Significantly, from this position, impressions of Macbeth’s residence have been 

offered -- from two perspectives. From Duncan’s point of view, the building, being agreeably 

sited, is clearly a ‘pleasant’ (Mac. 1.6.1) castle. However, for Banquo, Inverness seems to 

have a questionable appearance.  His emphasis -- ‘I have observed, / The air is delicate,’ 

(Mac. 1.6.9-10) -- on the ‘air’ that surrounds the castle and not on the castle itself, conveys 

that he believes the perceived pleasantness is due to the external climate, and not actual 

architecture that composes the house. The connotation here is that the presence of pleasant 

‘air’ cannot be presumed to reflect the interior situation of the house, audible since foul air 

may have been present before  the wind ‘nimbly and sweetly’ (Mac. 1.6.2) blows it away. 

Marjorie Garber has written that images of birth given by Banquo connote a sinister meaning. 

“Haunting” (Mac. 1.6.4) in the sense of customary habitation will become, insidiously, 

“haunting” in the sense of ghostly presence,’ states Garber. 334 Indeed the Macbeths have 

been linked with darkness and death. For example, in Act 1, Scene 4. Macbeth says, ‘Stars, 

hide your fires; / Let not light see my black and deep desires’ (Mac. 1.4.50-51), whereas Lady 

Macbeth also conjures in Act 1, Scene 5:  

 Come, thick night,        

  And pall thee in the dunnest smoke of hell,     

  That my keen knife see not the wound it makes,     

  Nor heaven peep through the blanket of the dark […] (Mac. 1.5.46-49) 

                                                           
334 Garber, M. Shakespeare after All, NY: Anchor, 2005, 703. 

ATTENTION: The Singapore Copyright Act applies to the use of this document. Library and Information Services Centre, National Institute of Education.



145 
 

The inconsistency in the delineation of architectural atmosphere for Inverness castle due to 

the two different perspectives by Duncan and Banquo importantly brings to the fore 

Duncan’s unsuspecting quality -- his absolute ‘trust’ (Mac. 1.4.13) -- against Banquo’s more 

distrustful nature. The trust, which is faith in Macbeth’s honour, is embodied in the eminence 

of the provincial castle, expressed by Lady Macbeth: ‘Your majesty loads our house. For 

those of old, / And the late dignities heaped up to them’ (Mac. 1.6.18-19).  Lady Macbeth 

thus appears as good-hearted, although her passion seems more artificial than sincere. The 

space in the forecourt, the building’s facade as seen by arrival guests in this place, and the 

fateful, concrete ‘battlement’ thus combine to offer a complementary image to her ability to 

act nobly toward Duncan, gaining his trust.  With interactions set in highly specific 

architectural locations and images associated with arrival, the play then undertakes to plot out 

the hosts’ murderous path. The presentation of Inverness castle, especially, makes Duncan 

appear eminently gracious toward the Macbeths. Any actions and thoughts of his murder or 

usurpation of Duncan by the Macbeths will, therefore, become more grave and disastrous due 

to the sense of repaying evil for good. 

Act 1, Scene 7 brings us under the roof of Inverness castle as we are brought into its 

interior by means of a procession of dinner dishes (Mac. Sd.1.7.1) after Duncan enters the 

house. The scene shows Lady Macbeth giving a feast for Duncan in a ‘chamber,’ (Mac. 

1.7.29) while Macbeth avoids the king: 

  LADY He has almost supped: why have you left the chamber?   

  MACBETH Hath he asked for me?      

  LADY Know you not he has?       

  MACBETH We will proceed no further in this business:   

   He hath honoured me of late, […] (Mac. 1.7.29-33)  

   

This scene presents the particular use of household place -- inner chambers -- in an 

aristocratic residence. Normally, one would expect a royal feast to take place in the great hall.  

However, at Inverness, Duncan ‘supped’ (Mac. 1.7.29) in ‘the chamber’ (Mac. 1.7.29) 

whereas the more prestigious location is reserved for the more symbolic function of 

enthroning Macbeth.  In Act 2, Scene 3 Macbeth tells his noblemen to ‘put on manly 

readiness, / And meet i’th’hall together’ (Mac. 2.3.128-129) so as to elect and declare himself 

as the new King. In medieval practice, the great chamber, a room that accompanies the great 

hall, was used by the lord for ‘sleeping, playing games, receiving visitors, and also for 

ATTENTION: The Singapore Copyright Act applies to the use of this document. Library and Information Services Centre, National Institute of Education.



146 
 

occasional meals.’335 Located initially at the dais end of the great hall as a partitioned space, 

it was common for the great chamber to be designed directly above the great hall. 336 With 

this understanding, a set of connected stateroom spaces on the upper floor of Inverness 

establishing Macbeth’s and Lady Macbeth’s locations when Duncan is eating may help us 

understand the Macbeths’ current state of mind.   

Macbeth has dwelt at length on the danger of ‘the deed’ (Mac. 1.7.14) before the said 

dinner with Duncan.  Weighing practical benefits against moral consequences in a soliloquy, 

he yearns for a murder of Duncan that is quick and without consequence -- ‘If it were done 

when ‘tis done, then ‘twere well / It were done quickly’ (Mac. 1.7.1-2) -- even as he believes 

that Duncan’s ‘assassination’ (Mac. 1.7.2) may ‘return / To plague th’inventor’ (Mac. 

1.7.10). Only after his long soliloquy does Lady Macbeth enter the scene, asking her husband 

‘why have you left the chamber? (Mac. 1.7.29). The background of Macbeth’s speech scene 

is domestic servants’ traversing a space to reach the great chamber, and thus his position is in 

a circulation space before the chamber.  We may use the layout of a castle to infer that 

actions have taken place in the connecting gallery in the inner concourse of the castle.  As 

discussed previously, the long gallery is the room that the cluster of state chambers feed off 

in the castle. When Lady Macbeth asks why Macbeth has ‘left the chamber,’ (Mac. 1.7.29) 

she may be imagined to have come out of the great chamber into the gallery looking for 

Macbeth. The quality that space gives in scene Act 1, Scene 7 -- the sense of inter-connecting 

rooms -- is therefore complex. Architectural space that is linked to Macbeth’s inner struggle 

and Lady Macbeth’s response to that struggle creates a sense of interplay between the 

complexity of space and Macbeth’ state of mind due to two reasons.  Firstly, Macbeth leaves 

the chamber when he is expected to be with Duncan. Yet, he has indicated earlier, as a Thane, 

he is Duncan’s ‘kinsman,’ (Mac. 1.7.13) ‘subject’ (Mac. 1.7.13) and host (Mac. 1.7.14) and 

thus has the responsibility to serve the King.  Thus, Macbeth’s absence from the chamber is 

clearly inappropriate, creating a sense of anticipation and danger for him; the fact that 

Duncan is now physically in his house offers the opportunity for killing the King.  

Alarmingly, Macbeth’s break in protocol puzzles Duncan, prompting the King to ask 

‘Where’s the Thane of Cawdor’ (Mac. 1.6.21).  Macbeth has expected Duncan’s question.  

He asks his wife, ‘Hath he asked for me?’ (Mac. 1.7.30). Upon Lady Macbeth’s rhetorical 

                                                           
335 Girouard usefully outlined the historical development of the usage of the great chamber as a room for meals.  

See Girouard, 40-54. 
336 This was brought about by a royal instruction at Bamburgh castle to construct a ‘grande chamber,’ measuring 

46 feet by 20 feet on floor above the dais end of the great hall. See Girouard, 53. 
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response, ‘know you not he has?’ (Mac. 1.7.31), an affirmative answer, Macbeth’s 

psychology comes to a breaking point.  He says, ‘We will proceed no further in this business’ 

(Mac. 1.7.32).  

Secondly, the manner in which Lady Macbeth steps out of the chamber into 

Macbeth’s room confirms the need for vigilance.  Through represented movements of 

Macbeth and Lady Macbeth, as well as the relative positions of Macbeth, Duncan, and Lady 

Macbeth, one is made to feel that there is a need for Macbeth to know Duncan’s reaction (due 

to Macbeth’s absence), and also for Lady Macbeth to keep close watch over Macbeth’s 

behaviour.  Throughout Act 1, she encourages Macbeth when he shows signs of hesitation, 

asking him to ‘screw [his] courage to the sticking place’ (Mac. 1.7.60). Because of Macbeth’s 

weakness and due to his wife’s doubting of his courage (Mac. 1.7.43), it feels natural that 

Macbeth hides and yet keeps a lookout for Duncan’s response, and that Lady Macbeth steps 

into her husband’s hiding place from her ‘chamber’ to check upon him. 

Focused activities in Act 1, Scene 7, therefore make the quality of space stand out, 

emphasizing the action involved.  Rooms that are connected and yet disparate fill the scene 

with the foreboding of murder and discovery. The particular kind of physical movements that 

spatial layout enables, together with the impressions that the movements generate help shape 

the actions that take place.  Their significance is especially pointed since actions happen in a 

‘loved masonry’ (Mac. 1.6.5), bringing Inverness castle, which is expected to be favourable 

to aristocratic promotion into direct conflict with its constituting rooms. In this way, spatial 

awareness heightens the characters’ reactions.   

Depicting actions in rooms within rooms in Inverness as a way of bringing to light the 

Macbeths’ state of mind continues after Act 1, Scene 7.  To help Macbeth wind up his 

courage, Lady Macbeth devises a plan: while Duncan sleeps, she will drug his chamberlains 

in their bedrooms so that Macbeth can slip in to stab the King and then frame the 

chamberlains for the murder by smearing Duncan’s blood on them. Lady Macbeth’s method -

- ‘Of his own chamber and used their very daggers, / That they have done’t,’ (Mac. 1.7.76-

77) -- is convincing for Macbeth. ‘Each corporal agent to this terrible feat. / Away and mock 

the time with fairest show’ (Mac. 1.7.80-81), Macbeth decides, announcing terrible, bloody 

acts in the bedchambers.  In this way, with a sense of detailed architectural planning, more 

and more interior rooms that are incorporated in the scenes bring us, progressively and 
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spatially, into the innermost domain of the castle to see the purposeful design of Macbeth’s 

murder. 

The next two scenes, Act 2, Scene 1 and Act 2 Scene 2, together present one of 

Shakespeare’s clearest conceptual layouts of Inverness castle. Helped by the scene’s 

background due to the image of the bedrooms at the end of the preceding scene (Act 1, Scene 

7) discussed above, Act 2, Scene 1 gives the impression that Duncan, his sons, and their 

bodyguards have been ‘shut up’ (Mac. 2.1.15) in the castle.  Due to the strong sense that 

guests have retired to their bedrooms, Banquo’s and Fleance’s appearance in an open area of 

the house stands out as unexpected, bringing to the fore the particular kind of space that has 

been chosen for their position. Spatially, they are seen walking in a place where Fleance is 

seen carrying a torch (Mac. 2.1.1) before them.  Modern editors have located the scene as 

happening in the castle’s courtyard, and indeed, there are spatial allusions that support an 

open-air setting.337 Firstly, Fleance sees the moon (Mac. 2.1.2), suggesting they are walking 

in or near an outdoor space. Secondly, because large medieval castles typically had wall 

sconces (candles secured on wall brackets) and large chandeliers to provide lighting for their 

halls and corridors, one would usually carry only a taper, or candle in these rooms in order to 

increase visibility in darkness.  By contrast, in an outdoor space where there were no ceilings 

and walls for the mounting of stationary lights, stronger portable lights such as torches would 

be needed to light up paths on which to walk. In Mac., that guests and servants are seen 

holding torches and not tapers due to a dark sky -- ‘The moon is down’ (Mac. 2.1.2)  and star 

lights are ‘all out’ (Mac. 2.2.6) -- therefore suggests that actions take place in a space that is 

external instead of in any halls or passages.  We may thus infer that the outdoor space in 

which Banquo and Fleance appear is the courtyard. They may have just escorted the King to 

his chamber -- Banquo says, ‘The King’s abed. / He hath been in unusual pleasure’ -- (Mac. 

2.1.11-12) and are now walking through the courtyard to their assigned rooms in Inverness.  

As a circulation area which is outdoor, the courtyard was a primary exterior meeting 

place of a medieval castle.  In Act 2, Scene 1, Macbeth later enters this space, startling 

Banquo, who quickly draws his sword (Mac. 2.1.9).  Since Banquo and Fleance are 

traversing the courtyard to their own lodgings, it may be imagined that their rooms are 

located at a side of the courtyard opposed to the staterooms. To conceive of two sets of 

                                                           
337 For example, William C Carroll, and Bate and Rasmussen suggest the action is located in a courtyard. See 

Carroll, W.C., Macbeth: Texts and Contexts, NY: Macmillan, 1999, 44, and Bate and Rasmussen, 1875. 
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bedrooms on either side of the courtyard implies that the plan of a quandrangle has been 

adopted for the scene. In such a layout, the courtyard, which is surrounded by building 

blocks, is an encircled space. Having such an architectural configuration in mind may help to 

explain Banquo’s sword-drawing reaction.  Since hosts and guests are now assumed to have 

retired in the staterooms, the sceptical Banquo, standing on an exposed area surrounded on all 

sides in an alien environment and thus feeling vulnerable, is therefore quick with his sword 

upon hearing Macbeth’s footsteps. There is a strong sense of spatial planning for dramatic 

action, the courtyard providing a visual focus for the presentation of threat. The move would 

have seemed unnatural if Banquo and Fleance were lodged in one of the state rooms together 

with Duncan and his sons because if that were the case, traversing the courtyard would be 

unnecessary.   

The courtyard, which is encircled therefore evokes Banquo’s feeling of 

beleaguerment in Macbeth’s residence.  Intimidation perceived by characters in the same 

space may also be seen in the case of the host, Macbeth.  After Banquo and Fleance leave and 

Macbeth is alone, Macbeth has a vision of a dagger whose handle is pointing towards him. 

Like Banquo, Macbeth draws his sword (Mac. 2.1.41).  He feels surrounded by ‘a false 

creation / proceeding from the heat-oppressed brain’ (Mac. 2.1.38-39) just as Banquo feels 

encircled. The drawing of swords in an enclosed courtyard surrounded by ‘enemies’ mirrors 

characters’ state of mind.  For Macbeth, it takes Lady Macbeth’s ‘strike upon the bell’ (Mac. 

2.1.32) to wake him from his own doubt and finally move in the direction of his wife: ‘I go, 

and it is done: the bell invites me’ (Mac. 2.1.62). 

 In scene Act 2, Scene 2, Duncan’s chamber opens out to the audience, revealing Lady 

Macbeth’s position.  This is when she says to herself, ‘The doors are open, and the surfeited 

grooms / Do mock their charge with snores.’ (Mac. 2.2.5-6). Macbeth later appears, holding 

‘bloody daggers,’ (Mac. Sd. 2.2.8) and telling his wife that the ‘deed’ (Mac. 2.2.14) is done. 

Kenneth Muir believes that Macbeth comes from the gallery since it may be imagined that 

the room opens into the state rooms on the upper floor from where Macbeth has ‘descended’ 

(Mac. 2.2.15) after killing Duncan, a plausible scenario given that historically, the long 

gallery typically stretched all the way from the ground floor to the upper floor where the state 

rooms were laid.338  In one of these rooms, Duncan may be imagined to sleep in a long suite 

                                                           
338 Muir suggested the lobby or gallery on the upper floor as the setting using the layout of Kenilworth castle 

where ‘a flight of steps led to a lobby which opened on the guest-chamber’ as a reference.  See Muir, Macbeth, 

51. 

ATTENTION: The Singapore Copyright Act applies to the use of this document. Library and Information Services Centre, National Institute of Education.



150 
 

whereas the guards sleep just outside his chamber. Next to his room is a ‘second chamber,’ 

(Mac. 2.2.16) which is occupied by Donalbain, his younger son.  We may therefore imagine 

the existence of a first chamber (Fig.14).  This would be between Duncan’s room and the 

‘second chamber,’ and would be occupied by Malcolm.  Inside Duncan’s suite, Macbeth and 

his wife, each in their own way, tread past the King and guards: Macbeth having entered the 

room once, killing his guests when they are asleep, whereas his wife goes in twice, having 

first entered to drug the guards, and later returning to place the bloody dagger beside them to 

frame them for the murder.  

 

 

                        Fig. 14 A reconstructed view of Duncan’s Suite 

 

After this is accomplished, Lady Macbeth proposes to withdraw to their bedroom 

upon hearing a mysterious sound, which is first heard by Macbeth: 

 MACBETH Whence is the knocking?     

            How is’t with me, when every noise appals me?     

  […]          

  LADY MACBETH […] I hear a knocking     

    At the south entry. Retire we to our chamber. (Mac. 2.2.54-63) 

In the above scene that depicts the mysterious knocking, two sets of spatial triangles are 

involved.  The first set is one that consists of the courtyard/gallery/guest rooms -- Macbeth 

coming from the courtyard meets his wife in the gallery when she comes out of Duncan’s 

room.  The second set comprises the gate/gallery/bedrooms -- Lady Macbeth in the gallery 

hears a sound coming from the gate, and the couple move to their room.  Yet, there is another 

dimension to the above -- vertical space/movement -- invoked by the verb ‘descended,’ (Mac. 

2.2.15) depicting fear and bravery at the same time in one space, and creating powerful 
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dramatic effects.  First, the fear, which the scene links with spatial awareness.  Macbeth’s 

question to her wife, ‘Did thou not hear a noise?’ (Mac. 2.2.15) on the gallery after killing 

Duncan is affirmed by Lady Macbeth as ‘owl scream and crickets cry’ (Mac. 2.2.15).  After 

her above affirmation, Macbeth asks again, ‘As I descended,’ (Mac. 2.2.15) in reference to 

the time of the occurrence of the noise, giving the stairs a special physical emphasis. 

Emphasizing ‘noise’ as happening when Macbeth is in the act of descending after killing 

Duncan foregrounds the stairs as a place when fears exert its force in striking Macbeth. 

Secondly, and interestingly, space at the same time enacts Macbeth’s sense of achievement.  

On the gallery, Macbeth declares importantly: ‘I have done the deed,’ (Mac. 2.2.14).  

Spatially, one may imagine an image of Macbeth (who is at first hesitant about killing 

Duncan) proudly declaring the words above the stairs, feeling brave and triumphant after 

having executed the murderous act. 

And yet in painting a descending action of Macbeth, a space that is vertical gives the 

impression that Macbeth cannot bear the idea of remounting the stairs to complete the job of 

framing the bodyguards for Duncan’s death.  ‘I’ll go no more. / I am afraid to think what I 

have done,’ (Mac. 2.2.46-47) says Macbeth when asked by Lady Macbeth to return to the 

room to ‘smear / The sleepy grooms with blood’ (Mac. 2.2.46-47), so that Lady Macbeth 

scolds him for being ‘infirm of purpose’ (Mac. 2.2.49). Vertical space therefore also gives the 

effect that Macbeth is unable to finish an ongoing, terrible action, generating great dramatic 

tension.   

It is perhaps a relief for Macbeth when Lady Macbeth goes up the stairs to lay the 

daggers next to Duncan’s drugged guards, finishing the deed.  At this point in the play, Lady 

Macbeth, in contrast to her husband, is unaffected by horror. She is at first dismissive of the 

first knocking, saying, ‘A little water clears us of this deed’ (Mac. 2.2.64).  However, a 

second knock at the gate that comes immediately after scares her. ‘Hark, more knocking. / 

Get on your nightgown, lest occasion call us / And show us to be watchers,’ (Mac. 2.2.68-70) 

says Lady Macbeth to her husband as she begins to feel the impact of the murder’s horror. 

The actions in the second spatial triangle -- the inner bedroom invoking a retreat, and the 

distant gate sound from the gallery signalling a menace -- calls into severe question her moral 

limits, predicting that her crisis will come later.  In her husband’s case, the impact of the 

horror has just been fully experienced. In this way, the two successive spatial triangles of the 
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castle make Macbeth’s fear and hesitation appear extreme and Lady Macbeth’s suspicions 

portentous, orientating us to the question of what Duncan’s murder will do to the couple.   

The murder of Duncan is discovered when the two thanes, Macduff and Lennox, 

knock at the gate of Inverness castle seeking to re-enter the house to see Duncan in Act 2, 

Scene 3. This scene introduces to the audience and readers alike the accessibility as well as 

management of Macbeth’s castle. In Mac., there are several thanes accompanying the King to 

the castle.  Among these thanes, Banquo’s social status stands above others since his sons 

would be kings (predicted by the witch in 1.3.62). If the privilege to sleep over in an eminent 

residence is any indication, it may be said that for Macbeth, Banquo deserves to be shown 

much more respect than the likes of Macduff and Lennox since he has been given a lodging 

within the house, unlike the two thanes.  The scene is powerful in conveying the above 

message, done through having Macduff and Lennox arriving in the courtyard from outside 

the castle, whereas Banquo emerges (Mac. Sd.2.3.79) from within.  The following 

conversation, informs us that access to Macbeth’s chambers is controlled, and only certain 

occupants are allowed entry to the rooms. As soon as the two out-lodging thanes have been 

admitted by the Porter, Macbeth, awoken by loud knocking sounds, goes up to them: 

  

MACBETH Good morrow, both.      

 MACDUFF Is the king stirring, worthy thane?    

 MACBETH Not yet.        

 MACDUFF He did command me to call timely on him.   

  I have almost slipped the hour.      

 MACBETH I’ll bring you to him.      

 MACDUFF I know this is a joyful trouble to you,    

  But yet ‘tis one.        

 MACBETH The labour we delight in physics pain.    

  This is the door.  (Mac. 2.3.36- 40)  
     

 

The above dialogue presents Macbeth trying to guide Macduff and Lennox into his castle. 

Macbeth hints that finding their way to Duncan in his residence may be difficult without 

some guidance.  He offers to escort them, pointing to ‘the door’ (Mac. 2.3.40) for them to 

proceed. However, if his offer to escort is a gesture in hospitality by a castle’s owner to 

guests, it is undercut by the idea that Macbeth may have been thinking about ways to stop or 

delay them from entering the murdered Duncan’s room.  Macbeth’s thought may be inferred 

when Lennox asks him, ‘Goes the King hence today?’ (Mac. 2.3.44), to which Macbeth 

replies, ‘He does’ (Mac. 2.3.45).  Perhaps troubled by the impending discovery of the murder, 

Macbeth’s reply carelessly gives away Duncan’s murder, although he quickly rectifies the 
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mistake with ‘he did appoint so’ (Mac. 2.3.45). Significantly, the above representation 

impresses upon us that Macbeth’s castle is exclusive. How far guests may progress through it 

depends upon their particular relationship with its owner.  For Macbeth, Macduff and Lennox 

are certainly not his welcomed candidates. Inverness’ tight control of accessibility that has 

been challenged presages strongly the discovery of Duncan’s terrible murder. 

As Act 2, Scene 3 presents Inverness’s control and accessibility, it also portrays the 

servicing of the castle by servants who run Macbeth’s household with inefficiency and 

confusion.  This scene shows the Porter’s intoxication due to the previous night’s revelling.  

Arriving from his sleeping place to the gate to admit Macduff and Lennox, the Porter 

complains that his job is worse than that of the ‘porter of hell gate’ (Mac. 2.3.1). In trying to 

reach and unbolt the gate, he takes more time than is required, a lapse in duty he admits that 

is due to ‘carousing till the second cock’ (Mac. 2.3.19).  McNeil writes that in a properly 

managed medieval castle, the constable, an officer of high rank, lived permanently in the 

gatehouse to guard the lord’s residence.339 According to his reconstruction of the medieval 

gatehouse, the constable’s bedroom was located on its upper level. The authority to admit 

visitors lay with the constable, whereas the opening or closing of the gate was carried out by 

porters acting upon the constable’s instructions.340 According to McNeil, such a division of 

labour was part of the hierarchy for the efficient management of medieval estates.  In Mac., 

instead of the observation of proper protocols, ‘nose-painting, sleep, and urine’ (Mac. 2.3.22) 

as well as ‘lechery’ (Mac. 2.3.22) mark the servants’ domain. Significantly, when the ‘porter 

of hell,’ (Mac. 2.3.1) cries ‘Who’s there, i’th’ name of Beelzebub?’ (Mac. 2.3.3) at the gate in 

response to its knockings, the analogy that the castle is hell and the person controlling it, the 

devil, is established. Macbeth’s castle is characterized by mismanagement and confusion. 

In addition to introducing accessibility and connoting confusion, the knocking at the 

gate at Act 2, Scene 3 also add to the trouble of the already disconcerted Macbeth, who 

indicates the fear of his deed in the previous scene, Act 2, Scene 2 as he speaks to the gate: 

‘Wake Duncan with thy knocking. I would thou coudst’ (Mac. 2.2.71). Portraying more 

troubles ahead for Macbeth, the beginning of Act 2, Scene 3, which immediately takes over 

the above scene, depicts the above porter grumbling, ‘Here’s a knocking indeed! If a man 

were a porter of hell gate, he / should have old turning the key’ (Mac. 2.3.1-2).  As discussed 

                                                           
339 McNeil, 54. 
340 The bedroom had a portcullis mechanism featuring a windlass with counterweight for the raising and 

lowering of the heavy gate below. For a detailed reconstruction, please see McNeil, 54-56. 
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above, the porter is imagining the kind of devil that would be let in as he tries to reach the 

gate to open it, reinforcing the knocking’s troublesome presence. It may be argued that the 

gate in question is a secondary entrance of the castle.  If there is only one gatehouse in 

Macbeth’s castle, specifying ‘south’ for the scene’s ‘entry’ (Mac. 2.2.63) will be 

unnecessary, and the main gatehouse may be presumed. In the porter’s scene, the mention of 

‘south’ clarifies the gatehouse in question by distinguishing it from one (the front gate) that is 

naturally understood when a location is not specified. Understanding that the south gatehouse 

serves as a rear entry, one gets the sense of the analogy between the hell and Inverness.  As 

explored, an important theme that is introduced in Act 2, Scene 2 and carried over to Act 2, 

Scene 3 is the occurrence of portentous and mysterious sounds signifying the pursuit of 

Macbeth by the devil. Locating the terrifying sound as coming from the rear entrance is 

logical if we consider them as the usual points of access for thieves and burglars breaking 

into a house.  These criminals tend to break in from backyards because by coming through 

inconspicuously they will less likely be discovered. Granted that sounds from rear entries are 

potentially more capable of inducing fear than from the main door, in Mac., imagining an 

inconspicuous rear entrance from which the knocking sounds emanate, the mysteriousness 

and frightfulness of the sound become even stronger.   

In Act 2, Scene 3, the porter walks to the gatehouse only as quick as he comfortably 

could. Resentful of being aroused, he compares the long path he needs to travel as ‘the 

primrose way to th’everlasting bonfire’ (Mac. 2.3.15), or the path to eternal damnation. The 

effect accomplished by ten taps on the porter’s gate, according to Thomas De Quincey (who 

wrote in 1823), actually intensifies the tragic elements in the play through contrast.  As De 

Quincy had argued, the gate has been compared to the castle: one is occupied by an innocent 

though tipsy menial, and the other by an eminent lord who is nonetheless a murderer.  In this 

way, the contrast between the servant and the lord is established. De Quincey also wrote that 

the taps on the gate evoke a pulsating heart.  For him, because of Macbeth’s horrid fear, each 

audible beating sound suggests guilt and signifies the arrival of a new situation.  In his view, 

‘the retiring of the human heart, and the entrance of the fiendish heart,’ symbolized by the 

knocking gate, ‘makes known audibly that the reaction has commenced’: 

the human has made its reflux upon the fiendish; the pulses of life are beginning to 

beat again; and the reestablishment of the goings on of the world in which we live, 
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first makes us profoundly sensible of the awful parenthesis that had suspended 

them.341 

In the play, there is indeed a dominant impression that we have entered a new phase into a 

new world that awaits Macbeth’s heavy sin. Woven in this way into the play’s action, the 

gatehouse greatly increases its tragic significance.342 

Subsequent metaphors involving architectural language in the above scene, used to 

depict Duncan’s murder, convey the significance of events without having to present the 

actual scene of death. Before the discovery of the murder, Lennox says that ‘chimneys were 

blown down’ (Mac. 2.3.47) in the place he has lodged (outside Inverness castle) the previous 

night.  After that, when Macduff sees Duncan’s body, he cries ‘horror, horror, horror’ (Mac. 

2.3.56) announcing: ‘murder hath broke ope / the Lord’s anointed Temple, and stole thence / 

The life o’th’building,’ (Mac. 2.3.63-65). He asks Macbeth to ‘Approach the chamber and 

destroy your sight / With a new gorgon,’ (Mac. 2.3.64-65) and see ‘The great doom’s image’ 

(Mac. 2.3.71). With the house painted as hostile in preceding lines, when Lady Macbeth says 

‘What, in our house?’ (Mac. 2.3.82) in response to a stunned Macduff’s exclamation, ‘Our 

royal master’s murdered!’ (Mac. 2.3.80), the undertone in her question can be detected. Her 

question, ‘in our house?’ (Mac. 2.3.82) -- a situation of a murderer pretending to be ignorant 

of a murderous deed -- is, according to Garber, a response that ‘calls semicomic attention to 

the gross violation of the central value of hospitality.’ 343 Garber suggests that the response is 

Lady Macbeth’s ‘strategy of distraction,’ since she faints upon hearing Macbeth’s admission 

that he has killed the guards of Duncan due to his ‘fury’ (Mac. 2.3.100) at the King’s 

death.344   

  

Thenceforth, Lady Macbeth begins to recede from the centre stage.  An architectural 

reference, the ‘hall,’ (Mac. 2.3.127) signals change for subsequent action for the play because 

it introduces Macbeth’s emerging confidence.  ‘Let’s briefly put on manly readiness / And 

meet i’th’hall together,’ (Mac. 2.3.127) commands Macbeth, seizing control of the thanes at 

the opportunity created by the need to avenge the act of ‘treasonous malice’ (Mac. 2.3.125) 

                                                           
341 De Quincey, T. ‘On the Knocking at the Gate in Macbeth’ in Romantic Critical Essays, Bromwich, D. (ed.), 

Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1987, 145. 
342 The scene works together with 2.2.’s tight control of Inverness’ accessibility, presaging strongly the 

discovery of Duncan’s terrible murder.  See p.115. 

 
343 Garber, 711. 
344 Ibid. 
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due to Duncan’s death.  Medieval great halls were the centre of life at the great castles, the 

hub of administration and hospitality symbolizing the status of the lord.  Even though details 

of Macbeth’s called meeting are not furnished in the scene, the invocation of movement 

toward the hall in the castle as an immediate consequence of Duncan’s death points toward 

Macbeth’s attainment of the position of King.  Indeed, his election as King is confirmed in 

the next scene, Act 2, Scene 4, by way of a piece of news reported through Macduff: ‘He is 

already named and gone to Scone / To be invested’ (Mac. 2.4.31-32). 

The transfer of building ownership signaling Macbeth’s occupation of Forres castle, 

the royal palace, marks the beginning of Act 3, a chapter that depicts his new career as 

King.345  In Act 3, Scene 1, the transfer of ownership of the castle to Macbeth is clear since 

he acts as its host, inviting Banquo, his ‘chief guest’ (Mac. 3.1.11) to attend a dinner, which 

Macbeth says will be held in great solemnity. Banquo, though suspecting that Macbeth has 

‘played’st most foully for’t [the throne],’ (Mac. 3.1.3), accepts the invitation, vowing to serve 

his ‘duties’ (Mac. 3.1.17) as Macbeth’s subordinate. Significantly, although their exchanges 

indicate a seemingly cordial relationship, depictions about their relative physical positions in 

the building strongly indicate a king-subject relationship that is strained. In this regard, the 

presentation of the control of the castle helps to portray Macbeth’s and Banquo’s political 

strategies after Macbeth’s enthronement. In the scene, the ‘gate’ (Mac. 3.1.47) and the ‘door’ 

(Mac. 3.1.73) demarcate property boundaries, stressing Macbeth’s physical presence in the 

building as well as his authority over the other members of the castle.  Inside the building, 

Macbeth issues commands to his servant to bring in visitors who are ‘without the palace gate’ 

(Mac. 3.1.47) to see him. His order, ‘Now go to the door, and stay there till we call,’ (Mac. 

3.1.73) to the servant after his two engaged murderers have been accepted into the palace, 

conveys an interior household space that is under his total control. The invoked images are in 

stark contrast to that of Banquo, who is a ‘borrower of the night’ (Mac. 3.1.27), or a night 

rider planning for a ride outside. Unfortunately for Macbeth, although he settles powerfully in 

the castle whereas Banquo’s future physical position is uncertain, in the background of the 

aforesaid portrayal may be detected Macbeth’s insecurity against Banquo’s optimism. This 

stems from the fear that he will receive ‘a fruitless crown,’ (Mac. 3.1.61) and a ‘barren 

sceptre’ (Mac. 3.1.62) while Banquo’s optimism rests on the expectation of becoming ‘the 

root and father / Of many kings’ (Mac. 3.1.5-6). ‘There’s none but he / Whose being I do 

                                                           
345 Muir locates the scene at Forres.  See Muir, 72. Forres is the place in which the court of Duncan functions.  

Since Macbeth now replaces Duncan as King, it is reasonable to assume that the setting is in Forres.  
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fear’ (Mac. 3.1.54-55), soliloquizes Macbeth, in reference to Banquo’s ‘dauntless temper’ 

(Mac. 3.1.52).  His strong distrust of Banquo leads him to engage murderers to kill Bnaquo 

and his sons.  On the contrary, the suspicious Banquo, in the ‘hope’ (Mac. 3.1.10) of 

becoming a forbear of kings, seems content to play along with Macbeth, awaiting profit to 

arise.   

The positions -- literally and metaphorically -- of Macbeth and Banquo relative to 

each other permeate scene Act 3, Scene 1.  Calling his distrust of Banquo a ‘bloody distance,’ 

(Mac. 3.1.117), Macbeth considers, unfortunately for Banquo, their distant physical 

separation to be an excellent opportunity for murder without implicating himself. Macbeth 

carefully instructs the murderers that both Banquo and Fleance be killed at a distance away 

from the castle:  

The moment on’t; for’t must be done tonight,     

 And something from the palace must be done, always thought   

 That I require a clearness. (Mac. 3.1.132-134)   (Italics mine) 

 
      

Macbeth thinks that it will absolve him from any suspicions if the murder of Banquo and 

Fleance can take place remotely from his castle.  The distinct physical separation is used to 

end the scene.  Macbeth is to ‘abide within’ (Mac. 3.1.142), whereas Banquo will be at some 

distance ‘from the palace’ (Mac. 3.1.133).  In this way architectural allusions evoking 

property boundaries help to shape the kind of relationship that exists between the two 

estranged characters.  Especially, as an indicator of the condition of the said relationship, the 

allusions call attention to characters’ motives -- Macbeth to conceal his distrust of Banquo, 

and Banquo, to hide that he knows the distrust. Thus, although Macbeth and Banquo exhibit 

the forms of a gracious king and a loyal subject, these forms seem to be deliberately 

preserved by them due to the underlying pragmatic motives. 

Architectural references portraying inside/outside imagery continue in Act 3, Scene 2 

and Act 3, Scene 3, depicting Macbeth’s hired killers making their way toward Banquo. In 

scene Act 3, Scene 2, Banquo is ‘gone from court’ (Mac. 3.2.1).   In the next scene, 

Shakespeare deviates from historical details when depicting the physical position of Banquo.  

When the murderers spot Banquo and Fleance, they say: 

 

 FIRST MURDERER His horses go about.     

  THIRD MURDERER Almost a mile: but he does usually,   
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   So all men do, from hence to th’palace gate    

   Make it their walk. (Mac. 3.3.12-14) 

 

The first murderer says that the horses ‘go about’ -- they are being led by servants to the 

castle, while the third murderer notes that it is a practice for visitors to walk a mile to the 

palace gate. 346 This is hardly a reflection of the real situation in which medieval visitors 

made their way to a medieval castle, which typically had stables built in it in order to 

accommodate a large number of horses.347 It is not likely that visitors would dismount and 

walk one mile to reach their host’s castles before resting their horses in stables as depicted in 

the above passage.  Rather, an objective have been achieved through the above passage -- to 

emphasize that Banquo is to be killed away from Macbeth’s castle. 

In Act 3, Scene 4, the great hall of Forres sets the stage for the representation of the 

Macbeths’ regal power as well as his astute political manoeuver at court.  In this respect, 

Shakespeare gives the depicted hall a unique spatial quality due to creative furniture 

arrangement.  The way a medieval lord typically sat in the great hall during a formal dinner 

has been reconstructed by architectural historians.  Girouard writes that the lord in the hall 

would sit facing the screen (the separation wall between the kitchen/hall) so that he could 

watch the progressing of food-serving servants emerging from the elaborately arched door-

ways. In Girouard’s reconstruction of the medieval arrangement, the head seat, which was 

raised on a dais to show the lord’s ‘visage,’ was in the middle of a long table that had been 

laid parallel to the screen, and the lord’s family and/or important guests would sit at his 

sides.348 McNeil’s graphical reconstruction of the hall, which is akin to that of Girouard, also 

shows the lord sitting at his chair in the middle of a long table that was parallel to the screen.  

According to McNeil, the lord’s position at the centre of the high table was emphasized as the 

lord and his associates ‘looked down the whole hall and was visible from everywhere in it.’349 

In Mac, Act 3, Scene 4, the following seating arrangement indicates Shakespeare imaginative 

and free conceptualization of space to facilitate his drama: 

 MACBETH You know your own degrees; sit down.    

   [Lady sits]        

        At first and last,   

                                                           
346 ‘Goes about’ indicates that Banquo’s horses are being led by servants to the castle while Banquo walks.  See 

Clark and Mason, 216. 
347 Medieval castles were provided with stables and other related buildings such as barns, mills, and workshops. 

See McNeil, 80. 
348 Girouard, 33. 
349 According to McNeil, the lord’s closest associates would sit beside the lord at the long table that faced the 

hall.  See McNeil, 72. 
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       Thee hearty welcome/       

  LORDS Thanks to your majesty.      

   [The Lords sit]        

  MACBETH Ourself will mingle with society     

   And play the humble host.  Our hostess keeps her state,    

   But in best time we will require her welcome.    

   Enter First Murderer [at the door]     

  MACBETH [...]        

   Both sides are even; here I’ll sit i’th’midst. (Mac. 3.4.1-9)  

 

               

                  

        Fig. 15   Seating arrangement by Macbeth as may be imagined in 3.4 

 

Macbeth says he will sit ‘i’th’midst’ (Mac. 3.4.9) so that ‘both sides are even’ (Mac. 3.4.9) 

whereas his wife will take the chair of ‘state’ (Mac. 3.4.7). With an equal number of people 

sitting on each side of him, he can ‘mingle’ (Mac. 3.4.6) with them.  Meanwhile, for Lady 

Macbeth, taking the chair of ‘state’ means that she sits singly and importantly at the end of a 

long table facing the hall as well as the guests.  As compared to Girouard’s and McNeil’s  

reconstructed version of an impressive host sitting at the long table, Lady Macbeth’s seating 

position as a host is in fact more pronounced (Fig.15) since she is the only person who looks 

down the hall.  Such a purposefully arranged layout symbolizes Macbeth’s power as well as 

his ruling strategy. Earlier Macbeth tells Lady Macbeth that their position is currently 

‘unsafe’ (Mac. 3.2.33) and that they ‘Must lave [their] honours’ (Mac. 3.2.34) in ‘flattering 

streams’ (3.2.34) at the feast. As a recently installed King, especially one who knows that his 

honour is at stake, Macbeth wants to be seen as mingling with and consulting the lords to win 

their support.  From a spatial standpoint, the layout’s generated pictorial effect due to Lady 

Macbeth’s focal point is powerful in representing Macbeth’s post-usurpative power and 

ruling strategies.  On the one hand, Lady Macbeth, by sitting importantly at the chair of state 

as Macbeth’s Queen, impresses upon the lords her powerful position as a proxy for Macbeth.  
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On the other, as there exist suspicions among the lords about his throne, Macbeth needs to 

regain his reputation.  Insisting upon sitting among his lords and playing the ‘humble host’ 

(Mac. 3.4.4) is a way for him to win back the subordinates’ support and trust. Macbeth’s 

strategy reflects an understanding of the limits of practical sovereign power that exists in a 

bureaucracy that is without a common goal.  He also understands that functioning among 

distrustful, threatening factions will further put his throne at risk. 

Unfortunately for Macbeth, the above strategy of trying to impress the lords is not 

executed as planned. As it turns out, the usurper soon becomes the usurped, albeit only 

temporarily and in delusion due to a disruption by an unexpected ghost, which ousts Macbeth 

from the reserved middle seat.  After the First Murderer re-enters Forres to report the 

outcome of his assignment, Macbeth is visibly shaken.  The report that Fleance has escaped 

although Banquo has been successfully killed gives him ‘saucy doubts and fears’ (Mac. 

3.4.24) and the ‘fit’ (Mac. 3.4.19). He sees Banquo’s ghost sitting on his chair as he returns to 

the table after discharging the murderers.  At this point, viewing perspectives from different 

sitting positions in the hall produce multiple responses from characters.  For Macbeth, what 

he sees is that the ‘The table’s full’ (Mac. 3.4.45): 

With twenty moral murders on their crowns,     

 And push us from our stools. This is more strange    

 Than such a murder is. (Mac. 3.4.79-81) 

Macbeth describes vividly his own ‘saucy doubts’ (Mac. 3.4.24).  The OED defines the word 

‘saucy’ in Shakespeare’s day as ‘insolent towards superiors’ -- an act that has been 

represented through the ghost’s seizure of Macbeth’s chair. 350 Feeling horror-struck, 

Macbeth says to the ghost: ‘Thou canst not say I did it.  Never shake / Thy gory locks at me’ 

(Mac. 3.4.48-49). For him, the ghost is so hideous that having risen from ‘charnel houses,’ 

(Mac. 3.4.59) it would ‘appal the devil’ (Mac. 3.4.57), and he therefore challenges it to a 

sword fight. 

In contrast, the lords sitting at the long table find Macbeth’s chair vacant.  Upon 

seeing that Macbeth will not sit in his chair, Lord Lennox prods Macbeth: ‘Here is a place 

reserved, sir’ (Mac. 3.4.46). When Macbeth replies perplexedly, ‘Where?’ (Mac. 3.4.47), 

another lord, Ross, says that ‘his highness is not well’ (Mac. 3.4.50).  Yet for Lady Macbeth 

who sits on her chair of ‘state’ and has a panoramic view of what is taking place in the hall, 

                                                           
350 ‘saucy, adj, 1: 2a’ OED Online. See also Bate and Rasmussen, 1889 and Muir, 90. 
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what she observes is a ‘painting of [Macbeth’s] fear’ (Mac. 3.4.59).  For her, the situation is a 

cause for alarm.  First berating Macbeth for his lack of manhood (Mac. 3.4.56), she acts to 

cover for him in an attempt to salvage the dangerous situation that has been caused by him.  

Trying to soothe Macbeth’s rage, she tells Macbeth that when his vision passes, it is only an 

empty ‘stool’ (Mac. 3.4.66) that he has come upon.  She also tries to allay the lords’ 

suspicion, suggesting that Macbeth’s ‘fit’ (Mac. 3.4.53) is only a habit and should be ignored 

(Mac. 3.4.56).  Unfortunately, this does not inspire Macbeth’s self-confidence or the much 

needed general confidence in his leadership by the guests.  As soon as the ghost reappears, 

Macbeth’s ‘strange infirmity,’ (Mac. 3.4.84) is triggered, forcing Lady Macbeth to retire their 

guests (Mac. 3.4.118).   

 The First Murderer’s appearance at the doorway from outside locates action in Act 3, 

Scene 4, giving it a sense of a defined architectural space that is behind the screen (Figs. 16 

and 17) in the hall.  As opposed to action in Act 3, Scene 1, in this scene when Macbeth 

speaks to the murderers, it is Macbeth who moves from the hall to the doorway (Mac. 

3.4.11), and not the murderers coming from outside into the hall. Such an action by Macbeth 

is logical, even necessary since in doing so, guests in the hall would not be able to see his 

contact with the murderers, and thus Macbeth’s behaviour would not arouse their suspicions.  

As a place, the screen space connects with Lady Macbeth’s chair, setting the two locations 

against each other, bringing into focus the emotional stress at the high chair.  For Lady 

Macbeth, who can see the entire hall clearly from her position, the hall without Macbeth is 

poignantly unwelcoming.  She says Macbeth does not ‘give the cheer’ (Mac. 3.4.33) at the 

feast and the ‘Meeting were bare’ (Mac. 3.4.36) without appropriate ceremony. One may 

apply spatial logic for the understanding of the actions in the scene that involves private 

space (for secret dealing with murderers), and public space (for socializing with lords). Three 

principal images -- Macbeth sitting in the middle, his movement to the screen, the observance 

from the head seat -- take advantage of the relationship between the public and hiding place 

to create spatial dynamics. Since space shapes actions, and the actions in turn shape our 

imagined space, it may be said that they are mutually influencing.  Macbeth announces at the 

scene’s end: ‘I am in blood / Stepped in so far that, should I wade no more, / Returning were 

as tedious as go o’er’ (Mac. 3.4.134-136).  The interconnected spaces therefore are bound up 

with the pinnacle of Macbeth’s political power and the commencement of its downfall.  

Taking the centre stage both structurally and thematically as a physical space for dramatic 

development, hall space in Forres thus has a strong textural presence in the play as a whole. 
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Fig.16 A reconstructed view showing Macbeth scheming with First 

Murderer.         

 

Fig.17 A reconstructed view of the hall screen from the chair of state.  

Macbeth and First Murderer are not visible from the hall. 

In Act 4, Scene 1, architectural presentation again creates physical landscapes that 

accompany Macbeth’s current state of mind.  Through his servant who spies for him, 

Macbeth learns that Macduff has refused his invitation to the banquet by staying away from 

court.  Macduff’s ‘studied insult,’ to use Michael Hawkins’ words, is an act amounting to 

‘feudal defiance.’351 In the meantime, in order to ascertain a greater certainty for his reign, 

Macbeth visits the shelter of the witches to know more about his future. Seeing Macbeth 

going deep into Shakespeare’s created den for the witches is a compelling experience as in 

the scene an extremely sinister environment has been created. Firstly, the witches whom 

Macbeth meets are dark, hideous, mysterious and threatening. They are ‘secret, black, and 

midnight hags’ (Mac. 4.1.47), who have ‘maw and gulf’ (Mac. 4.1.23).  Their shelter 

heightens the sense of their mysterious being because it is completely devoid of light, 

enabling them to carry out work ‘i’th’ dark’ (Mac. 4.1.25).  Moreover, the witches have a 

strange co-habitant -- a toad, which they keep ‘under coldest stone’ (Mac. 4.1.6), suggesting 

                                                           
351 Hawkins, M. ‘History, Politics and Macbeth’ in Focus on Macbeth, Brown, J.H., 1982, 176. 
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that their shelter has a limestone foundation.  If the witches’ den is, as some editors have 

suggested, a limestone cavern, then according to the words of the Second Witch, it may be 

imagined that it is furnished with a door fitted with locks. 352 She utters, ‘Open locks, 

whoever knocks’ (Mac. 4.1.46) and Macbeth goes in.  He asks the witches what they are 

doing, and the witches answer mysteriously, ‘A deed without a name’ (Mac. 3.4.48). At this 

point, he becomes paranoid.  Macbeth wants a clear answer even if it means total destruction 

of ‘nature’s germens’ (Mac. 4.1.58). Alluding to various types of buildings, he issues a litany 

of curses to threaten the witches: 

 Though you untie the winds and let them fight     

  Against the churches […]       

  Though castles topple on their warders’ heads,     

  Though palaces and pyramids do slope      

              Their heads to their foundations, thought the treasure    

              Of nature’s germens tumble all together,               

           […] answer me       

  To what I ask you. (Mac. 4.1.52-60) 

Nature’s germen’s refers to seeds from which the universe derives. 353 In the passage above, 

the theme is the wholesale collapse of the universe, whose ‘treasure’ must now ‘tumbles.’  

Macbeth’s ‘nature’s germens’ thus take the form of ‘building blocks of life,’ represented by 

structurally significant built forms. Castles’ fortified walls that feature strong buttresses, and 

pyramids’ large base that slopes to a small apex mean that it will take extraordinary effort to 

demolish them.  In the above, through the invocation of these significant structures, Macbeth 

issues a powerful curse, expressing the desire to hear the prophecy of his future from a higher 

authority -- the witches’ ‘masters’ -- (Mac. 4.1.62) rather than from the witches themselves.   

Architectural allusions involving the sacrifice of the above-mentioned buildings prefigure his 

tyranny, which is referred to by Macduff when he says Macbeth governs ‘With an untitled 

tyrant bloody-sceptred,’ (Mac. 4.3.105) and the nation is ‘in the tyrant’s grasp’ (Mac. 4.3.37).   

In contrast to Macbeth’s ruthless governance, Lady Macbeth shows signs of insanity 

as the play progresses.  Again Shakespeare invokes room space -- that of a closet -- and 

activities within in order to help convey his characters’ vulnerable state of mind. In the 

interior scene represented in Act 5, Scene 1, we see Lady Macbeth ‘rise from her bed, throw 

                                                           
352 Clark and Mason suggested the witches; shelter is a ‘dark cave.’ See Clark and Mason, 234. Bate and 

Rasmussen suggested that the witches’ shelter is a ‘cavern.’ See Bate and Rasmussen, 1895.  On the other hand, 

Muir’s setting for the above is a ‘house’ for two reasons: 1), a cave setting, conflicts with the presence of locks 

and 2), Holinshed mentioned a house in Forres for the witches.  See Muir, 105. 
353 For the derivation of the term ‘nature’s germen,’ please Muir, 110.   
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her nightgown upon her, unlock her closet, take forth paper, fold it, write upon it, fold it, 

write upon’t, read it, afterwards seal it, and again return to bed’ (Mac. 5.1.4-6) at Dunsinane 

castle. This is accompanied by another representation of Lady Macbeth that shows a ‘damned 

spot,’ (Mac. 5.1.30) -- the stained blood (of Duncan) on her hands stubbornly fixed on her 

mind. The closet is an attached space for the private use of its owner. In a detailed study of 

Elizabethan closets, Orest Ranum writes that the term ‘closet’ was used in the seventeenth 

century to mean a cabinet with a lockable door or drawers with small items of furniture or a 

small wood-paneled room.354 Girouard also informs us that the closet is the most private 

room, ‘the only room in which its occupant could be entirely his [the occupant’s] own’ in the 

house. 355 In Mac., the effect of privacy generated by the closet space in the portrayal of Lady 

Macbeth’s vulnerable mind is impressive. The image of her in helpless isolation, mentioning 

Duncan’s blood while sleepwalking in her bedroom re-enacts the moment when she goes to 

Duncan’s chamber to ‘gild the face of the grooms’ (Mac. 2.2.53) with blood. Placing these 

two scenes side by side, one may see the symbolism of the bedroom/closet. Duncan’s private 

chamber (in Inverness) throws open the floodgates of her fear in Act 2, Scene 2.  Lady 

Macbeth’s closet (in Dunsinane), on the other hand, closes them by completely shattering her 

mind. 

 Girouard writes that it is a medieval practice that closets were used for devotions, 

typified in the picture titled ‘Image of our Lady of silver […] being in my closet,’ a painting 

which the 12th Earl of Oxford bequeathed to the church of Amiens in 1513. 356 Understanding 

the function of the closet may shed some light on Lady Macbeth’s behaviour.  Several 

arguments have been put forward regarding what Lady Macbeth is actually doing in the 

closet.  Matthew Sharpe and Joanne Faulkner argue that Lady Macbeth is performing a 

‘hygienic action’ in an obsessive behaviour to get rid of the blood stain in her mind. 357 

Perhaps that is why she washes her hands, opens and shuts the bedroom door repeatedly. 

Muir on the other hand, suggests that Lady Macbeth is performing a rite of confession 

through writing a letter, for which the closet would be the most logical space.358 Muir’s 

argument finds some support when the above medieval function of the closet is taken into 

consideration. In her sleepwalking, Lady Macbeth is holding a lighted ‘taper,’ (Mac. 

                                                           
354 See Ranum’s tracing of the development of the closet in ‘The Refuges of Intimacy, Chartier, R. (ed) A 

History of Private Life, Vol. 3, Passions of the Renaissance, Cambridge, Harvard UP, 1989, 228. 
355 Girouard, 56. 
356 The National Archives PROB 11/17/82. 
357 Sharpe, M and Faulkner, J., Understanding Psychoanalysis, Stocksfield: Acumen, 2008, 32. 
358‘Chambers’ here denote bedrooms, See Muir, 137, and Clark and Mason, 284. 
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Sd.5.1.15) (an item associated with the altar) having ‘light by her continually’ (Mac. 5.1.19).  

This image strongly evokes a prayer of contrition in a devotional space. Earlier in the play in 

Act 1, Scene 5, it is when Lady Macbeth  receives letter from her husband informing her of 

Duncan’s visit that she summons the spirits, saying ‘Stop up th’access and passage to 

remorse, / That no compunctious visitings of nature / Shake my fell purpose’ (Mac. 1.5.40-

42).  She wants the feeling of remorse to be completely cut off from her in order to commit 

her ‘direst cruelty’ (Mac. 1.5.39). As such, visually, the image of Lady Macbeth praying in 

the closet represents an ironic reversal of her earlier evil demand, the function of the closet 

helping to inform us that her ‘direst cruelty’ (Mac. 1.5.39) has in turn been defeated by the 

feeling of compunction. 

Shakespeare also deploys architectural images in the final act to present Macbeth’s 

psychology as well as his final surrender. Act 5, Scene 2 informs us of the various military 

alliances between Malcolm and rebel Scots, including Macduff, to overthrow Macbeth, 

whose reaction to the approaching opposing military alliance is raging violence. Caithness, a 

rebel soldier, says that Macbeth is ‘mad’ (Mac. 5.2.14) due to a ‘distempered cause’ (Mac. 

5.2.15), which he ‘cannot buckle […] / Within the belt of rule’ (Mac. 5.2.15-16). Invoking 

the strong rampart of Dunsinane castle, Caithness likens Macbeth to a warmonger: ‘Great 

Dunsinane he strongly fortifies […] Do call it valiant fury’ (Mac. 5.2.13-15). It may be 

argued that the allusion to the battlement builds on the sense that Macbeth’s ambition is 

fortified by his sense of rightful claim, earned through his courage. The architectural image, 

described by Caithness, recalls earlier depictions of ‘brave Macbeth’ (Mac. 1.2.16), and 

‘Valour’s minion,’ (Mac. 1.2.19) -- by the Captain regarding Macbeth’s fierceness and 

victorious battles.  

In contrast to the strong, external rampart signifying Macbeth’s dangerous and brazen 

anger, the invoked internal bedroom in Act 5, Scene 4 signals the cautious optimism of 

Malcolm, who displays military foresight, expecting success. In this respect, Malcolm’s hope 

that ‘chambers will be safe,’ (Mac. 5.4.2) in the future as well as Menteith’s assured 

response, ‘we doubt it nothing’ (Mac. 5.4.3) recalls and contrasts with, as Muir suggests, the 

murderous chamber of Inverness, symbolizing that Malcolm can sleep in his bed in peace 

after Macbeth is defeated.359 Through the two opposing architectural images -- bedroom and 

                                                           
359 Ibid, 150. 
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rampart -- the images of Inverness and Dunsinane have been laid side by side, creating a 

strong contrast at the same time announcing a final collision between Macbeth and Malcolm.   

Act 5, Scenes 5 to 7 depict Malcolm’s invasion and Macbeth’s final surrender. Yet 

again, Shakespeare’s deployment of architecture is forceful in representing Macbeth’s despair 

and show of bravery. Malcolm’s orders that every soldier ‘hew […] down a bough’ (Mac. 

5.4.6) as a tactic of military camouflage plays upon Macbeth’s confidence.  Macbeth, in 

contrast to Malcolm, believes the prophecy of the witches -- ‘Macbeth shall never vanquished 

be until / Great Birnam Wood to high Dunsinane Hill / Shall come against him’ (Mac. 4.1.90-

91) -- promises him invincibility in battle.  Thus, even in the face of the ten thousand soldiers 

(Mac. 5.3.13) of Malcolm’s army, Macbeth seems unafraid.  His instruction to Seyton 

highlighting defensive walls that give his castle the required ‘strength’ (Mac. 5.5.2) 

communicates this belief: 

  Hang out our banners on the outward walls:     

  The cry is still ‘They come.’ Our castle’s strength     

  Will laugh a siege to scorn       

  […]          

  And beat them backward home.  (Mac. 5.5.1-7) 

In the above passage, ‘outward walls’ (Mac. 5.5.1) which may refer to castles’ massive 

buttresses, ‘castle’s strength’ (Mac. 5.5.2) and ‘siege’ (Mac. 5.5.3) combine to depict vividly 

Macbeth trying to hole up in his castle that is well protected. Perhaps the strongest structure 

of the rampart, a buttress is a very thick masonry wall projecting from ramparts in order to 

support and reinforce them, and thus Macbeth may depend on their perceived strength to wait 

‘Till famine and ague’ (Mac. 5.5.3-4) destroy Malcolm’s army. The strong walls also 

emphasize the symbolic treatment of the ‘banners’ as significant objects of display.  Herbert 

Lockyer writes that ‘because banners, or flags, have ever been expressed the intangible 

loyalties of the soul, men have been prepared to defend a particular standard with their last 

breath.’360 When Macbeth refers to ‘banner on the outward walls,’ (Mac. 5.5.1) the strong 

structure to which the banners are attached underpins his seeming fearlessness in facing 

Malcolm’s army.  With the above architectural allusions, Shakespeare presents Macbeth as 

believing he still has ample time in Dunsinane, recalling his wishful idea of living 

                                                           
360 According to Lockyer, the notion that banners symbolize bravery dates back to biblical accounts. Lockyer 

writes, ‘David, the warrior, could say, “In the name of our god we will set up our banners” -- banners to “be 

displayed because of the truth.”’ Psalms 20:5; 60:4 as quoted in Lockyer, H., All the divine Names and Titles in 

the Bible, Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1988, 30. 
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permanently there, expressed in ‘[…] high-placed Macbeth / Shall live the lease of nature, 

[…] / To time and mortal custom’ (Mac. 4.1.96-98) or his entire natural life.361  

After presenting Macbeth’s displayed bravery with the help of ‘outward walls,’ (Mac. 

5.5.1) Shakespeare draws on the architectural form, which is the motte-and-bailey castle, to 

depict the scene when Macbeth is informed of the astonishing news that movement of Birnam 

Wood to Dunsinane has been detected. In this regard, a messenger comes from a high ground 

to report the movement to the castle: 

As I did stand my watch upon the hill             

I looked toward Birnam, and anon methought      

The wood began to move. (Mac. 5.5.33-35)     

   

Coming from a ‘hill,’ the messenger is therefore able to see Malcolm’s arriving army. The 

physical landscape that Shakespeare portrays for the scene evokes that of the landform of the 

medieval motte-and-bailey castle. Such a castle was typically made of two parts: the motte 

being a raised earthwork whose elevated position was designed to hold a watchtower, and the 

bailey, which was the surrounding buildings that were built next to the motte. Designed as a 

military fortification, these castles were architecturally remarkable not only for their ability to 

defeat enemies, but also their potential to dominate enemies in psychological ways.362 In 

scene act 4, scene 1, Shakespeare has already informed us that the residence is situated on a 

military high point -- ‘high Dunsinane Hill’ (Mac. 4.1.91) -- where Macbeth imagines himself 

to be a ‘high-placed Macbeth’ (Mac. 4.1.96). Thus there is a sense of architectural pre-

planning when the messenger sees from the motte the arrival of enemy soldiers to Dunsinane.  

Significantly, using the landform of the motte-and-bailey castle, Shakespeare creates two 

contrasting states of minds for Macbeth in the play.  In Act 4, Scene 4, standing on such a 

militarily advantageous position Macbeth naturally feels safe, believing that for Birnam 

Wood to come against him is a thing ‘That will never be’ (Mac. 4.1.92).  By contrast, in Act 

5, Scene 5, the messenger’s observation from the motte terrifies him, as may be seen by his 

reflective response: ‘I […] begin / To doubt th’equivocation of the fiend, / That lies like 

truth.’ (Mac. 5.5.41-43).  

Shakespeare also makes use of architectural allusions for the end of this scene to 

present Macbeth’s struggle to break free from the witches’ prophetic influence. Macbeth’s 

                                                           
361 Ibid, 113. 
362 Holden, B, Lords of the Central Marches: English Aristocracy and Frontier Society, Oxford: Oxford UP, 

2008, 53. 
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‘[…] and now a wood / Comes toward Dunsinane.  Arm, arm, and out!’ (Mac. 5.5.44-45), 

and ‘And wish th’estate o’th’ world were now undone,’ (Mac. 5.5.49) contrasts strongly with 

the image of his ‘outward walls’ that connotes his (false) sense of security.363 The depiction 

of his outward movement from the castle symbolizes his desire for a swift end. Although 

Macbeth believes that his castle could withstand a siege for a long period of time, with the 

oncoming army he says, ‘There is nor flying hence, nor tarrying here’ (Mac. 5.5.47). For him, 

if he stays in the castle, ‘famine and the ague’ (Mac. 5.5.4) might eat him up instead of 

Malcolm.  However, if he leaves the castle, he knows he will be defeated given the 

actualization of Birnam Wood’s arrival. Macbeth makes the decision to attack instead of 

defending the castle although it means the actual fulfilment of the prophecy. The image of his 

outward movement from the castle at the end of the scene presents him as freeing himself 

from the witches’ prophecies -- by accepting the truth of the prophecies but at the same time 

maintaining a strong appearance.  

Mac.’s final scene ends with yet more architectural imagery -- the surrender of 

Dunsinane castle -- signifying a transfer of power from Macbeth to Malcolm.  In Act 5, Scene 

7, Macbeth strikes aimlessly, killing young Siward. However, he soon surrenders, symbolized 

through the yielding of Dunsinane. Describing the surrender of the castle, old Siward tells 

Malcolm that the ‘castle’s gently rendered’ (Mac. 5.9.1) -- it is surrendered without 

fighting.364 Thus, Macbeth’s ‘lease’ (Mac. 4.1.97) of Dunsinane has ended and there is a 

smooth surrender.  It is significant that in this scene, Shakespeare emphasizes the handing 

over of property as effortless by having old Siward confirm the smooth taking-over of the 

building (‘little is to do)’ (Mac. 5.9.5).  Arguably, the Dunsinane castle exists as a parallel 

image of Inverness castle for the play since the invitation by old Siward -- ‘Enter, sir, the 

castle’ (Mac. 5.9.8) -- to Malcolm recalls Duncan’s entry into Inverness in Act 1, Scene 6.  In 

the last scene, instead of seeing Lady Macbeth’s watchful guardedness, the surrendered castle 

opens up freely for the entrance of Malcolm as a rightful King. The ‘gently’ (Mac. 5.9.1) 

surrendered final castle roundly resolves the tension introduced by the ironic ‘gentle’ (Mac. 

1.6.3) air of the first castle, which King Duncan fatefully entered.  

By way of conclusion, the consideration that Shakespeare shows for the creation of 

castles in Mac. is comparable to the procedure employed by architects when designing 

                                                           
363 The line suggests ‘total cosmic destruction.’  Clark and Mason, 290.  
364 Clark and Mason, 293. 
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buildings: contextualization, conception of architectural forms, laying out rooms.  

Contextualization is an integral part of architectural design for architects because it addresses 

the question regarding how proposed new structures may be designed to reflect their 

surrounding geographical and cultural environment. I have illustrated that Shakespeare, in the 

first section of the play, engages with the notion of contextualization through connecting 

provincial castles with the administrative centre and the heath.  Inverness castle’s depicted 

relationship with the palace and the forest places the castle as an eminent home within the 

fabric of regional politics.   

The conception of architectural forms refers to the choice of building shapes. The 

forms, produced after considering their contexts, often reflect their surrounding parameters 

while also allowing creative expression.  In this sense, Shakespeare has created for us an 

Inverness castle having a medieval façade, battlements/gatehouses, an enclosed courtyard, as 

well as an interior space featuring a complex inner concourse.  These physical features have 

been exploited to present the theme of appearance against reality. On the other hand, 

prominent in the presentation of Forres castle is its great hall that vividly presents Macbeth’s 

rise as a new, reigning King and his post-usurpative strategy of ruling.  And yet the motte-

and-bailey built form that characterizes Dunsinane provides for the play an architectural 

setting apposite for the presentation of Macbeth’s final battle with Malcolm. I have shown 

that Shakespeare has exploited architectural forms for his castles for metaphorical purposes 

while at the same time integrating their spaces with the play’s dramatic action. 

Finally, there is a sense of architectural planning for the play, hinted through 

generated spatial layouts that fit with planned actions.  In the play, there is a series of 

carefully planned architectural imagery that conveys heightened emotions. In this connection, 

I have reconstructed a number of domestic spaces having visual foci, showing that because 

invoked spaces in the castles fit depicted actions within, generated architectural spaces help 

to enhance actions that take place in this part of the house.  Due to the relationship between 

spatial layout and actions, the invoked physical spaces -- the courtyard, the hall, inner 

chambers, the closet, the gatehouse -- maintain their primary role as a set of metaphorical 

locations, while nevertheless also offering us a palpable physical quality and scheme in which 

to locate and understand dramatic actions. 

 

ATTENTION: The Singapore Copyright Act applies to the use of this document. Library and Information Services Centre, National Institute of Education.



170 
 

Chapter Five Exploring Architecture in Hamlet 

 

Chapter Four has explored in Mac. Shakespeare’s ways of engaging with architecture as a 

contextualizing element for the story, his symbolic use of architectural space that serves to 

introduce characters’ states of mind, and his deployment of architectural layout that 

emphasizes dramatic moments and the injection of mood into depicted scenes.  In this 

chapter, I will examine the above defined architectural deployment in Ham., arguing that as 

in Mac., architecture has helped to structure the play’s narrative, giving the play a distinctive 

architectural texture. 

Ham. begins with the challenge of a sentinel to another on the platform of Elsinore 

castle while exchanging posts, followed by a spectral appearance on the structure at night.   

Barnardo’s question ‘Who’s there?’ (Ham. 1.1.1) upon arriving in order to relieve Francisco 

of his watch, calls attention not only to who or what has been seen but also to space and 

location due to the spatial reference ‘there’ that highlights them. The previous chapter has 

explored the means with which Shakespeare invokes physical spaces through the 

interrogative mood that delivers a great tension between two domains, seen for example in 

‘How far is’t call’d to Forres? -- What are these, […] (Mac. 1.3.37). However, whereas in 

Mac., the interrogation connecting two places (the heath and Forres) takes place only in the 

play’s third scene,  in Ham, such an interrogation happens in the beginning of the opening 

scene, helping, as Garber writes, to set up for the play ‘a mood and a tone that chill the 

spectator to the core.’365 Bernardo’s ’Tis now stuck twelve,’ (Ham. 1.1.5) suggests his 

nervousness due to the anticipation of a certain dreadful thing that will appear at midnight. 

Francisco’s ‘’Tis bitter cold, / And I am sick at heart (Ham. 1.1.6-7) on the other hand 

indicates his discomfiture, introducing a sense of foreboding due to the temperature on the 

platform. The atmosphere is reinforced by the architectural feature -- the gun platform -- 

emphasizing the role of Bernardo as a sentry.  His question, ringing out of the structure’s 

darkness while he is on duty, impresses on us that, even a sentry, who is supposed to repel 

invaders, is nervous about a perceived threat.   

The scene moreover hints that perceived threats come from within the castle. The use 

of the image of the gun platform as a setting indicating the constant alertness by sentries due 

                                                           
365 Garber, 479 
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to the potential threat of invaders also importantly suggests Elsinore’s internal tension.  In 

Act 1, Scene 1, what is suggested by the exchange between sentries is the sense of their 

mutual suspicions. Bernardo’s question is met with Francisco’s challenge that the former 

should identify himself first: ‘Nay, answer me. Stand and unfold yourself’ (Ham. 1.1.2).  It is 

revealed later that there have been previous sightings of a ghost around the same time and at 

the same place, and hence their nervousness and lack of trust. Garber has noted that the 

sentries on the gun platform ‘find themselves in the confusion of a civil misunderstanding.’366 

Indeed, standing on the platform, instead of facing invasion from outside the castle, 

Francisco’s sickness ‘at heart’ (Ham. 1.1.7) indicates an internal malaise of Elsinore. This is 

established when the ghost, who is Hamlet’s dead father, who previously owned the building, 

appears menacingly on the structure.  

It may be argued that the above establishment of atmosphere and mood has an 

architectural model akin to that of Mac.. Whereas Inverness’s external ‘delicate’ (Mac. 1.6.9) 

air has been perceived differently by Duncan and Banquo, creating uncertainty (regarding 

Duncan’s fate), in Ham, the external aspect of Elsinore castle is also surrounded by a distinct 

air, being engulfed by ‘bitter’ (Ham. 1.1.6) and ‘nipping’ (Ham. 1.4.2) cold air.  And whereas 

the architecture of Inverness is characterized by medieval features (the ‘jutty,’ ‘frieze’ (Mac. 

1.6.6) and ‘buttress,’ (Mac. 1.6.7)) in Ham., Elsinore is typified by the distinctive military 

rampart that extends its gun terrace on the entire perimeter of the castle’ roof into the sea, 

impressing on us its boundless physical length. 367 The platform’s cliff-like, long and 

continuous characteristic (See Fig. 18) is represented in Act 1, Scene 4, where the ghost ‘held 

its wont to walk,’ (Ham. 1.4.5) calling attention to its perambulating nature. On the structure, 

it beckons Hamlet to a ‘more removed ground’ (Ham. 1.4.63), and Hamlet ‘follow[s]’ 

(1.4.64) its instruction even as Horatio warns him about the danger and unpredictable threat 

that he may encounter: 

 What if it tempt you toward the flood, […]     

  Or to the dreadful summit of the cliff      

  That beetles o’er its base into the sea,      

  […]          

                                                           
366 Ibid. 
367 Many castles had exploited the gun platform due to their positioning, which places them on vertical, 

imposing sea cliff as part of their defensive system.  Built on top of the outer or curtain walls that connect all the 

towers and the main castle structure, the platform facilitates the movement of soldiers, enabling them to move 

from one end of the castle to another on the perimeter during an attack. The structure was moreover usually 

constructed so that they protruded beyond the outer walls. This way, climbing enemies may be resisted through 

artilleries shot from the small openings on the floor of the protruded part of the platform.   
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              That looks so many fathoms to the sea      

  And hears it roar beneath. (Ham. 1.4.70-78) 

According to Horatio, the bottom of platform is ‘The very place [That] puts toys of 

desperation’ (Ham. 1.4.76).  However, Hamlet follows the ghost in spite of the apparent 

danger as it beckons to him again: ‘It waves me still. / Go on; I’ll follow thee’ (Ham. 1.4.79-

80). Realizing that he may actually find the truth about his father’s death by following it, he 

does ‘not set [his] life at a pin’s fee,’ (Ham. 1.4.46), disappearing together with the ghost 

from the platform at the end of the scene. 

                            

Fig. 18  Warwick Castle: An example of the long and precipitous gun platform. 

    F 

D 

           The ghost has appeared on the platform, unsettling the sentinels even before Hamlet 

has met it. The invoked long length of the structure accentuates the ghost’s wandering 

character, which is suggested when it tells Hamlet that it has been forced to wander in its life 
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(‘Doomed [….] to walk the night’) (Ham. 1.5.10), suffering harrowing life in purgatory.368  

Garber writes that the ghost is not a common or ‘garden-variety ghost’ who comes to predict 

the future but rather a ‘dangerous wanderer regarded as ‘deleterious to the order and safety of 

the state.369 Due to its invoked precipitous edge that evokes impending danger and also its 

continuous terrace that associates with wandering ghosts, the platform thus partakes actively 

in presaging danger and in exposing chilling truth, which the ghost says will ‘freeze thy 

young blood’ (Ham. 1.5.20). 

Contextually, the platform also helps to situate the play in political and military 

realities due to its association with military power and the site for battle.  In the play, the gun 

platform represents a physical counterpart of the ghost, whose body adopts a ‘warlike form’ 

(Ham. 1.1.45) reflecting the character of Hamlet’s father, who, according to Horatio, was ‘by 

Fortinbras of Norway, / Thereto pricked on by a most emulate pride, / Dared to the combat;’ 

(Ham. 1.1.81-83).  The structure thus importantly suggest the political state of Denmark.  

Fortinbras, the prince of Norway was killed and ‘his lands / Which he stood seized of’ (Ham. 

1.1.87-88) had been forfeited to Denmark.  Believing that the young prince seeks to 

reconquer those forfeited land, Horatio says that the appearance of the Ghost is a ‘warning’ 

(Ham. 1.1.150) for Denmark.  His anxiety about the current government, brings up the 

concern about power-shift in Denmark.  By directing attention to the gun platform of Elsinore 

through locating action in the structure depicting uncertainties, Shakespeare therefore links 

action to the tangible structure. One therefore sees clearly the way Shakespeare emphasizes 

and spatializes the gun platform, which is deployed to help present the confusion that exists 

in the main castle, the structure having been incorporated in dramatic action, introducing both 

political reality and uncertainty for the play. 

Such a move is developed further when the platform is assigned a physical orientation 

depicting an eastern facing.  Geographically, standing on the high platform, one is able to see 

in the morning the full view the atmospheric optic -- the sunrise -- and probably the 

phenomenon of the sun shining upon droplets in the atmosphere.  In Ham., the sentinels on 

the platform are able to see ‘the morn, in russet mantle clad / Walk o’er the dew of yon high 

eastward hill’ (Ham. 1.1.164-165) when dawn breaks.  Used to depict that the ghost comes at 

                                                           
368 The suggestion that it is in purgatory instead of hell is found in ‘[…] confined to fast in fires / Till the foul 

crimes done […] / Are burned and purged away.  Souls in purgatory ‘are kept fast in fires till their sins are 

purged,’ as opposed to their torment by hunger in hell. The next line, ‘And for the day confined to fast in fires’ 

(1.4.11) also represents a vision of purgatory. See Jenkins, H., Hamlet, 216, and Taylor, et al., 2016.  
369 Garber, 480. 
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night and leaves in the morning, the invoked transition of background of the castle resembles 

modern day’s time-lapse photography. Such a device used for portraying the temporal nature 

of scenes injects a sense of corporeal presence to action, adding a time dimension to the 

depicted scene.  Importantly, since in Act 1, Scene 5, when the ghost finally reveals to 

Hamlet that it is his father’s spirit, and that he has come to ‘unfold’ (Ham. 1.5.15) the 

‘secrets’ (Ham. 1.5.14) of Elsinore, the ‘russet mantle’ (Ham.1.1.164) or reddish brown 

morning light, which succeeds and contrasts with the night’s darkness, may be seen as a 

metaphor for the ‘secrets’ eventual disclosure. 

With the understanding of the sense of characters’ perceived space that is associated 

with the ghost’s appearance, one may return to Bernardo’s first question (‘Who’s there’) 

(Ham. 1.1.1) to interrogate a wider implication for the scene.  The nature of the platform, 

together with its chilling temperature, sets up forcefully the tension between reality and 

appearance.  A comparison may be drawn between Shakespeare’s use of architectural space 

for the introduction of this theme between Ham. and Mac..  In Mac., characters’ direct and 

explicit responses to what they perceive in Inverness’ architecture and its surrounding express 

their contrasting views about experienced reality.  In Ham., by contrast, the characters’ 

perception of chilly atmosphere and outdoor space help to develop the idea of their initial 

disbelief.  Horatio says ‘tis but our fantasy’ (Ham. 1.1.21) and he wants companions to 

witness the truth of the ghost’s appearance together. The gun platform is a real space but the 

appearance of ghost might have been an illusion.  The implied question by the sentry on the 

platform -- Hamlet’s father has appeared but is he really there? -- thus foregrounds for the 

play (through sentinels’ uncertainty) the tension of distinguishing truth and illusion.   

Following the dark and chilling atmosphere of the external platform set up in Act 1, 

Scene 1, the next scene turns to the interior of the castle to present its internal political and 

family dynamics, developing the theme of determining appearance and what appears to be 

true.  Act 1 scene 2 presents that Hamlet is faced with the fact that Gertrude has married 

Claudius (Hamlet’s uncle) in just less than one month after her husband’s death. He 

insinuates both Claudius’ and Gertrude’s disingenuousness and corruption by reminding them 

that ‘the trappings and the suits of woe,’ (Ham. 1.2.86) cannot ‘denote me truly’ (Ham. 

1.2.83) as they are only ‘forms,’ shapes’ ‘actions,‘ and ‘shows’ (Ham. 1.2.82).  The imagery 

of ‘trappings,’ (Ham. 1.2.86) which makes a point about Claudius’ hypocrisy has a physical 

counterpart, and again it is useful to imagine the architectural spectacle that is presented for 

Act 1, Scene 4 (Act 1, Scene 3 is a transitional scene that involves another family tableau).  
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In the scene, the background of the platform that is exposed in ‘cold’ (Ham 1.4.1) air sits the 

main castle, whose noise of trumpets and splendid gunfire (Ham. Sd. 1.4.8) signifies 

conspicuous consumption.  The spectacle triggers Hamlet’s intention to expose Claudius’ 

corruption. Standing on the platform, Hamlet says to Horatio that Claudius’ ‘swaggr’ing 

upspring reels,’ (Ham. 1.4.10) a kind of wild dance which is Elsinore’s ‘custom,’ (Ham. 

1.4.17) associate Denmark with drunkenness, making Elsinore an object of ridicule and 

damaging Denmark’s impressive achievement.370 For Hamlet, the ostentation and 

extravagance that Claudius displays hide the reality of Denmark’s ill health, which Marcellus 

agrees: ‘Something is rotten in the state of Denmark’ (1.4.67). In this scene, the central, 

architectural visual spectacle, an emblem of extravagance, works with the imagery of 

costume to create irony.  Just as Claudius’ custom, placed through the castle’s trumpets and 

gun fire, is ‘More honoured in its breach than the observance,’ (Ham. 1.4.18) so too for 

Hamlet, his suit of mourning, as Garber has stated, will align him with Claudius’ 

hypocrisy.371 ‘He needs a new costume, a new role, to demonstrate the sincerity of his grief 

and his anger, and he finds that new costume in the “antic disposition” (1.5.173) of madness,’ 

writes Garber. 

The issue of appearance is quickly contrasted with that of perceived reality.  In his 

soliloquy, Hamlet paints the state of Denmark as corrupt, using the imagery denoting an 

architectural wasteland to communicate the idea of corruption: ‘Tis an unweeded garden / 

That grows to seed: things rank and gross in nature […]’ (Ham. 1.2.135-136).  The imagery 

suggests that corruption has overtaken Elsinore castle, whose owner, Claudius is ‘gross.’ 

Thus, Hamlet conceives of the castle as a kind of architectural wasteland, and this kind of site 

have weeds rather than crops or flowers, as distinct from a wilderness. The castle, whose 

garden once tended with lush greenery and vegetation is now taken over by ugliness, stench, 

and disintegrating plants. Its abandoned situation that points to the lack of proper care of the 

estate strongly suggests Claudius’ mismanagement of his castle. Living in it, Hamlet feels 

frustrated and hopeless, and is therefore disillusioned with ‘this world’ (Ham. 1.2.134), 

wishing he could ‘melt,’ (Ham.1.1.129) or cease to exist and that suicide is not a sin. In this 

way, with the imagery of the ‘unweeded garden,’ the play begins to explore two places in the 

                                                           
370 ‘Swagger’ng upspring reels’ denotes Claudius dancing the upspring dance riotously.  See Jenkins, 208. 
371 Garber, 478. 
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world of Hamlet -- the actual space of Elsinore and his imagined wasteland -- presenting two 

competing spaces that play a part in the trajectory of the play’s story.   

The scene’s next depicted movement across the building -- from the platform to the 

castle interior and then to the platform again -- has the effect that emphasizes the contrast 

between Elsinore’s real space and Hamlet’s imagined space, highlighting Hamlet’s hope and 

desperation.372  Although Hamlet has given up hope in Elsinore, he engages with the unlikely 

event of meeting his dead father. After Hamlet’s soliloquy in Act 1, Scene 2, Horatio comes 

(presumably from the platform) to Hamlet to inform him that he has seen his father’s ghost.  

Prior to Horatio’s brought information, Hamlet has imagined seeing his father (me thinks I 

see my father […] in my mind’s eye’) (Ham. 1.2.182-184), indicating his desire to meet with 

him in order to find out more truth about his death.  Thus, when Horatio informs Hamlet in 

this scene that he ‘saw him [the ghost] yesternight’ (Ham. 1.2.188), Hamlet’s reply, ‘But 

where was this?’ (Ham. 1.2.212), questioning the location where his father is seen plays up 

what he is thinking.  Horatio does not disappoint Hamlet.  His answer to Hamlet’s question, 

‘upon the platform where we watch’ (Ham. 1.2.213) provides a real space in which Hamlet’s 

imagined ghost can exist, encouraging his desire to actually meet and ‘speak to it though hell 

itself should gape’ (Ham. 1.2.244).  It must be mentioned that Hamlet has initial ‘doubt’ 

(Ham.1.2.255) about ‘some foul play’ (Ham. 1.2.255) that had happened in the castle and 

needs to ascertain the truth of the committed ‘foul play.’ However, upon learning that the 

ghosts stands on an actual structure, which adds veracity to its presence, he seems to be more 

convinced of the existence of the crime, telling Horatio categorically that he will visit him 

‘Upon the platform ‘twixt eleven and twelve’ (Ham. 1.2.251) to wait for it.  In this way, 

Shakespeare links the platform with Hamlet’s determination to meet with his father as well as 

searching for the truth.  The two environments -- the gun platform and the wasteland -- enact 

two disparate worlds relating to Hamlet’s Elsinore.  One is a real built form, which locates 

actions, depicting Hamlet’s desperate condition in Elsinore and the other his 

mental/intellectual realm based upon his value and meaning -- his hope of pursuing the truth.  

Structurally for this play, Hamlet’s intention to expose Claudius’ hypocrisy and 

corruption foreshadows his peculiar mode of interactions with other characters, launching the 

action of his pursuing the reason behind the ‘foul and most unnatural murder’ (Ham. 1.4.25). 

                                                           
372 In Laurence Olivier’s cinematic adaptation of the play in 1984, the director capitalizes on architectural 

background to establish the mood of Hamlet.  In the film, shadows and dark, labyrinthine castle interior reflect 

his state of mind. 
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In this respect, the platform helps to set this in motion. Instead of leaping off its edge into the 

sea as feared by Horatio, Hamlet moves with the ghost to another stretch of the platform.  

This may be imagined since in the next scene, Act 1, Scene 5, Hamlet re-appears together 

with the ghost on another section of the platform privately. Here, they speak at length with 

each other, but what transpires between them is beyond the knowledge of Horatio and 

Marcellus. When the two arrive at Hamlet’s location, they ask Hamlet what has happened 

(Ham. 1.5.118-119).  It is worth noting that Horatio and Marcellus (as a group), and Hamlet 

and the ghost (as another) are distant from one another and that the latter appears to be out of 

the range of vision of the former, creating the impression that the platform on which they 

move has varying altitudes. In reality, the varying heights of the gun platform, connected by 

stairs, are created in order to suit different types of weapons and defence strategies (see Fig. 

18, p.174). This brings to the fore the logic of utilizing castles’ peculiar physical space to 

stage characters’ actions/reactions. In the scene, created realism due to spaces of the castle -- 

its platform and garden -- helps to present the ghost’s ‘secrets’ (Ham. 1.5.14), which it is 

‘forbid / To tell’ (Ham. 1.5.13-14), building the depth of Hamlet’s motive and the ghost’s 

purpose. Demanding Hamlet to revenge his murder as they are on another section of the 

platform, the ghost tells Hamlet that he was poisoned by Claudius while sleeping in the 

orchard of the castle: ‘’Tis given out that, sleeping in my orchard, / A serpent stung me’ 

(1.5.35-36).  In Act 1, Scene, 4, Hamlet is uncertain whether the ghost’s ‘intents’ are ‘wicked 

or charitable,’ (Ham. 1.4.23) but upon hearing its story, which now has a crime scene, he now 

believes its words. The ghost’s account of its death echoes events in the Garden of Eden, 

carrying, as Garber says, ‘erotic and sexual connotations, a fall from innocence of a special 

kind,’ confirming Hamlet’s suspicion.373 Perhaps Hamlet’s readiness to accept the account of 

the ghost is due to the confirmatory nature of these words, but one should also consider the 

power of real space, the ‘orchard’ that again exerts on Hamlet as does the real platform. 

Garber has pointed out for us that Hamlet distrusts “words, words, words” (Ham. 2.2.195) -- 

or what Claudius himself, in a humbler moment, will call “my most painted word” (Ham. 

3.1.55).374 Words make up the language of deceit, and thus it may be argued that when words 

of human beings cannot be trusted, real space becomes a kind of circumstantial evidence that 

attest to truths. In a fictional world, real, architectural space, as Mikhail Bakhtin suggests, ‘is 

                                                           
373 Garber, 489.  As the serpent seduced Eve in the garden of Eden and killed Adam, so too Claudius seduces 

Gertrude in Elsinore’s orchard and killed Hamlet’s father. 
374 Garber, 482. 
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filled with real living meaning, and forms a crucial relationship with the hero and his fate.’375 

In this scene, Hamlet has, to borrow Keith Harrison’s words, ‘altered at crucial moments, and 

the significant moments of change are shown in connection to specific elements of the 

setting.’376 The tension set up by the castle’s space, which provides an actual place that 

locates the action of the murder of Hamlet’s father, develops his uncertainty into ‘antic’ 

behaviour, which becomes the main action of Acts Two to Four.   

 In Ham., activities in the castle’s external space therefore triggers the play’s main 

action, which takes place in the interior space.  After the disappearance of the ghost from the 

platform, the play’s concerns shift to the castle’s interior again for the process of Hamlet’s 

finding and exposing truth, and seeking revenge. The ‘unweeded garden’ is a built form that 

symbolizes Claudius corruption, but what does Hamlet perceive its interior space as he lives 

in it?  What architectural form does Shakespeare utilize to represent this experience?  The 

answer, respectively, is confinement and the prison. The first indication of the sense of 

confinement for readers and audience may perhaps be seen in the room of Ophelia. Although 

she is accorded a ‘closet’ (Ham. 2.1.75) of her own in Polonius’ house, this room represents a 

physical restriction of her by others.  Firstly, the scene that sees her ‘sewing’ (Ham. 2.1.78) 

away at her needlework evokes the activity of repetition and long hours of work, giving the 

impression that she is physically cumbered.  Secondly she is forced by Polonius to ‘lock 

herself from his [Hamlet’s] resort (Ham. 2.2.141), suggesting her lack of freedom.  Even 

Hamlet demands her physical restriction: 

Let her not walk i'th’ sun.  Conception is a blessing; but not as your          

daughter may conceive -- Friend, look to 't. (Ham. 2.2.184-185) 

She is also physically controlled, being a decoy employed by her father who ‘loose[s]’ (Ham. 

2.2.162) her on Hamlet in order to find out more about him.   

Ophelia’s closet also helps in developing Hamlet’s ‘antic disposition’ (Ham. 1.5.173). 

Her description of Hamlet when he is in the room is that he resembles a ghost ‘loosed out of 

hell / To speak of horrors’ (Ham. 2.1.80-81). Since Hamlet seeks out Ophelia in her room 

right after seeing the ghost, one would expect him to say something to her, not least because 

the private room allows him to reveal to her his distraught encounter with his father’s ghost.  

Instead, what happens is complete silence in the room. Hamlet only grabs Ophelia by the 
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376 Harrison, K., Shakespeare, Bakhtin, and Film: A Diologic Lens, Palgrave, 2017, 28. 

ATTENTION: The Singapore Copyright Act applies to the use of this document. Library and Information Services Centre, National Institute of Education.



179 
 

wrist, casts a long gaze at her, giving out a sigh that is ‘piteous and profound,’ (Ham. 2.1.92) 

before finally backing to leave the room.  His stay in the room only intensifies his anguish -- 

the developed, restrictive space and silence help to convey his agony and his intention to hide 

something from Ophelia. He probably very much wants to speak but here one gets the feeling 

that instead of trying to reveal to Ophelia something important, he feels that he needs to 

conceal it. And because he has previously announced that he will put on an ‘antic 

disposition,’ (Ham. 1.5.173) the exhibited agony, helped by the privacy of the room, suggests 

strongly Hamlet’s recognition of the specific feeling that he cannot say what he needs to hide.  

As a space, it may also be argued that in Ham., the private, enclosed closet work 

together with the open-air platform, informing us of the character of Gertrude.  The ghost 

appears twice in the play, once on the castle’s rampart and the other time in Gertrude’s closet.  

While on the platform, it is visible to all the characters on the platform but in Gertrude’s 

closet, only Hamlet can see it:  

 HAMLET On him, on him. Look you how pale he glares.   

   His form […]        

  GERTRUDE To whom do you speak this?     

  HAMLET Do you see nothing there?     

  GERTRUDE Nothing at all, yet all that is I see. (Ham. 3.4.122-129) 

In the platform scene, the ghost called the attention of the people around it to its ‘dreaded 

sight’ (Ham, 1.1.23).  According to Jenkins, Horatio’s ‘sensible and true avouch / Of mine 

own eyes,’ (Ham. 1.1.35-36) when seeing the Ghost, constitutes an ‘assurance given by the 

evidence of the senses,’ indicating the ‘objective reality of the Ghost.’ 377 By contrast, when 

the ghost appears in Gertrude’s closet, Gertrude is unable to see it. The closet seems to have 

been endowed with life, being a conceptual space as it is selective about who can see its 

contents.  Arguably, in Act 3, Scene 4, these comprise Gertrude’s own doubt, which she 

cannot ‘see’ (Ham. 3.4.18) initially.  In the scene, when she acts as if to leave the closet upon 

hearing Hamlet’s statement that he wishes that she were not his mother, Hamlet forces her to 

stay: ‘Come, come, and sit down […] You go not, till I set you up a glass / Where you may 

see the inmost part of you’ (Ham. 3.4.16-18). Holding up two pictures of her two husbands, 

he ask, ‘What devil […] hath cozened you at hoodman-blind?’ (Ham. 3.4.74-75), pointing out 

her crime, which he says is ‘as bad […] / As kill a king, and marry with his brother (Ham. 

3.4.26-27).  He is successful in forcing Gertrude to come face to face with her inner doubts. 
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‘O Hamlet, speak no more. / Thou turn’st mine eyes into my very soul, / And there I see such 

black and grieved spots / As will leave there their tinct.’ (Ham. 3.4.86-89) exclaims Gertrude, 

dreading the result of an inner soul-search that is pressed by Hamlet.  Insofar as acting as a 

space for the appearance of the ghost, it may be said that the closet, being a private, enclosed 

room, serves as a contrast to that of the open platform. The ghost is an elusive being, a 

‘fantasy’ (Ham. 1.1.21) which ‘will not let belief take hold of him,’ (Ham. 1.1.22) and moves 

‘With martial stalk,’ (Ham. 1.1.65) as reported by soldiers who see it on the rampart.  Since it 

is elusive, it is conceivable that that it will only allow itself to be seen in its chosen space.  In 

connection with this, the platform, which is public may be said to be an ‘objective space,’ 

where the ghosts lets everyone see it. By contrast, a closet, being private is a ‘subjective 

space.’ Only Hamlet and not Gertrude can ‘see’ (Ham. 3.4.18) and feel its presence. Seen 

from this perspective, arguably, two different forms of architectural space -- due to the 

platform and the closet -- help to link the ghost to its existence in the minds of characters. 

While the sense of Ophelia’s imprisonment may be felt due to her room’s restrictive 

and silent aura, Hamlet’s feeling that he is under constant surveillance, on the other hand, is 

explicitly mentioned in the play.  In Act 2, Scene 2, when his friends Rosencrantz and 

Guildenstern visit him in the castle, he asks why they have come to his ‘prison,’ (Ham. 

2.2.243) which have many ‘confines, wards and dungeons’ (Ham. 2.2.245-246).378 These 

architectural images, which imply incarceration are an expression of Hamlet’s growing 

frustration at the physical restrictions imposed upon him by Claudius. Forbidding him to 

return to Wittenberg, Claudius in Act 1, Scene 2 commands Hamlet to remain in Elsinore ‘in 

the cheer and comfort of our eye’ (Ham. 1.2.116). Hamlet is placed under the guard of 

Claudius’ agents, Rosencrantz and Guildenstern and in his ‘prison,’ he feels oppressed, 

lamenting that a ‘foul and pestilent’ (Ham. 2.2.255) air has taken over what has once been a 

‘canopy’ with ‘majestic roof fretted with golden fire’ (Ham. 2.2.253-254).  It is useful at this 

point to draw a comparison between the architectural atmosphere in Ham., and Mac.. One 

distinguishing element between Inverness and Elsinore is that Inverness’ architecture features 

the spacious arriving court whereas Elsinore’s precludes such a space that inhabitants can 

enjoy, creating a universal atmosphere of incarceration for this castle. When characters or the 

ghost in Ham. allude to the castle, it is often the closed and restrictive architectural quality 

that defines it.  In fact, in Act 2, Scene 2, Shakespeare links the building to a ‘prison’ and the 
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pervasive oppressive political atmosphere of Denmark. Hamlet questions Guidenstern and 

Rosencrantz when they came into the castle, ‘What have you, […] deserved at the hands of 

Fortune / that she sends you to prison hither?’ (Ham. 2.2.240-241).379 Confused, Guildenstern 

replies, ‘Prison, my lord?’ (Hamlet. 2.2.242) to which Hamlet responds with confirmatory 

statements that fail to distinguish between Elsinore the castle, and Denmark the country: 

‘Denmark’s a prison […] thinking makes it so. To me it is a prison’ (Ham. 2.2.243-253).380 

For Ham., the enclosed quality of Elsinore becomes a general environment due to its role that 

help shape the oppressive quality as well as the aura of secret surveillance that is exacted on 

him.    

In constructing the spatial quality for Hamlet’s ‘prison,’ the lobby (also called the 

long gallery, which is a circulation space outside the staterooms, (see p.126-127 and Fig.19) 

plays a central role in infusing elements of secrets and surveillance, exemplified by the 

textual expression, ‘seeing unseen’ (Ham. 3.1.34) which describes Polonius’ stratagem of 

proving his observation that Hamlet’s ‘antic disposition’ (Ham. 1.5.173) is due to Ophelia’s 

rejection of him.  Act 2, Scene 2 has a focussed scene enacting surveillance, showing, as 

Polonius notices, Hamlet pacing back and forth in Elsinore’s lobby: ‘You know sometimes he 

walks four hours together / Here in the lobby’ (Ham. 2.2.159-160).  In the play, Polonius 

takes advantage of the space that the castle’s lobby offers in order to ‘try’ (Ham. 2.2.158) his 

theory that Hamlet’s erratic behaviour is caused by his love for Ophelia. Hitting upon the idea 

of overhearing the two’s conversation in this space, he suggests to Claudius and Gertrude that 

they (Claudius and Polonius) hide behind an arras along the gallery during a planned 

confrontation between Ophelia and Hamlet: 

 At such a time I’ll loose my daughter to him.     

  Be you and I behind an arras then.       

  Mark the encounter. If he love her not  (Ham. 2.2.162-164) 

According to his plan, Ophelia is to walk alone in the lobby while reading a book so that she 

can ‘encounter’ (Ham. 2.2.164) Hamlet, who has the habit of walking to and fro in its space, 

while Polonius and Claudius watch them closely.  In this way, the conversation between 

Ophelia and Hamlet can be overheard, and whether Hamlet’s erratic behaviour is indeed due 

to Ophelia can be ascertained. What Polonius depicts (and suggests) above invokes the 

physical attributes of a long gallery.  Firstly, the image of a contemplative person (Hamlet) 
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pacing to and fro the length of a lobby suggests a long space denoting the long gallery.  

Secondly, the proposed furtive activity in the space evokes the ‘whispering gallery’ through 

which Wolsey had exposed the love affair between Henry Percy and Anne Boleyn.381 

Polonius’ spatial awareness therefore enables his above plan.  He thinks that stooping himself 

low in the narrow arras space, he will be able to ‘find / Where truth is hid, though it were hid 

indeed / Within the centre’ (Ham. 2.2.156-158). 

  

Fig.19 Hampton Court Palace.  The long gallery is often associated with focussed 

contemplation and conspiracy 

The long gallery of Elsinore in Act 3, Scene 1, in a way that resembles the effect that 

the lobby in Inverness had on Macbeth in Act 1 Scene 7, deepens Hamlet’s emotional 

intensity, generating great tension for the scene. Whereas in Mac., Macbeth dwells at length 

on the danger of ‘the deed’ (Mac. 1.7.14) in his soliloquy, ‘If it were done when ‘tis done, 

then ‘twere well / It were done quickly,’ (Mac. 1.7.1-2), in Ham., Hamlet also asks himself 

agonizingly in this space: ‘To be, or not to be: that is the question’ (Ham. 3.1.57).  Jenkins 

writes that there is a ‘dramatic force’ in the speech that derives from ‘its enabling us to see 

Hamlet’s situation in its most universal light.’  The dramatic force is due to Hamlet’s 

question that is profound and philosophical -- ‘the advantages and disadvantages of human 

existence.’382 In this respect, one effect that the lobby gives due to its association with 

confidentiality and concentration is that it highlights Hamlet’s thoughtfulness, suggesting that 

                                                           
381 The understanding of the depicted gallery as a long, narrow space that may be linked to eavesdropping or 

‘whispering gallery’ will be discussed in detail in Chapter Five.  A ‘whispering gallery’ may have informed 

Shakespeare’s presentation of Polonius’ furtive idea to hide and eavesdrop.  Also, compare ‘The Prince’s walk 

is in the gallery: / there Ofelia walks until he comes’) (Q1 Scene 7 [2.2].105-106). There are three versions of 

Shakespeare’s Hamlet: Q1, Q2, and F. The quote from Q1 (1603) is taken from Smith, E. Five Revenge 

Tragedies, London: Penguin Classics, 2012. For a detailed analysis of the relation between the three versions, 

see the Introduction in Jenkins, H, Hamlet, London: Arden Shakespeare, 1997. 
382 Jenkins, 485. 
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there is something in Hamlet’s mind that even he is unsure of and struggling to find out, 

thereby directing our attention to his ‘question’ (Ham. 3.1.57).  

The use of the lobby also plays a role in developing the idea of surveillance into one 

that is mutual by posing the question whether Hamlet knows Polonius is behind the arras and 

thus Hamlet’s encounter with Ophelia is staged. In Act 3, Scene 1, Ophelia reminds us of 

Polonius’ pre-meditated plan to entrap Hamlet, who is ‘Th’observed of all observers’ (Ham. 

3.1.157).  Interestingly, in the scene, when Ophelia returns various tokens to Hamlet during 

the staged encounter, Hamlet asks, rather irrelevantly, ‘Where is your father?’ (Ham. 

3.1.127). His question about location, like the one Lady Macbeth asks, ‘Why have you left 

the chamber’ (Mac., 1.7.27-28) powerfully directs our attention to Polonius’ current position 

in the house, the arras space, creating a great tension for the scene. There is no textual 

evidence, as Jenkins has suggested, that indicates that Hamlet knows he is being watched.383 

However, in part due to characters’ relative positions, the scene presents various possible 

interpretations for the observers: Hamlet’s antic behaviour is genuine; he stages the behaviour 

and therefore presaging danger (of overthrowing or killing Claudius); he shows signs of an 

unstable mind.  Indeed, for Polonius, Hamlet’s behaviour seems to be genuine, According to 

Polonius, ‘the origin and commencement of his [Hamlet’s] grief / Sprung from neglected 

love’ (Ham. 3.1.171-172), and he therefore requests another attempt in order to ascertain 

further Hamlet’s behaviour.  On the contrary, from Claudius’ perspective, what Hamlet 

displays ‘Was not like madness’ (Ham. 3.1.158). Rather, he feels that ‘There’s something in 

his soul’ (Ham. 3.1.158). Fearing that ‘the hatch and the disclose / Will be some danger’ 

(Ham. 3.1.160-161), he orders his exile.  And yet for Ophelia, Hamlet’s emotion is complete 

insanity. His ‘noble and most sovereign reason’ (Ham. 3.1.151) is ‘Blasted with ecstasy’ 

(Ham. 3.1.154), and therefore she entreats ‘heavenly powers’ (Ham. 3.1.137) to ‘restore him’ 

(Ham. 3.1.137).384  Considering that Polonius has mapped out for each character involved in 

the spying activity the travelling path and hiding space, the architectural set-up in the scene 

may be regarded as a kind of invisible ‘closed frame’ that provides a visual focus on what is 

going to happen in the framed space. 385 Since the set-up in the scene generates different 

responses, it therefore delivers what it promises to show -- the generation of the different 

perceptions or reality by characters regarding Hamlet’s behaviour. These perspectives 
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develop the play’s narrative as the conflict between them actually sets up a second scene of 

watching ‘unseen,’ (Ham. 3.1.34) which is the main action of the next scene, Act 3, Scene 2. 

Polonius’ proposal to change to a different setting -- this time to Gertrude’s room -- to watch 

Hamlet’s behaviour directs the play’s focus from the latter’s behaviour to what he is actually 

capable of doing.  Is Hamlet going to stop his antic behaviour?  It seems that this is what 

Claudius is thinking, since he agrees with Polonius’ suggestion: ‘Madness in great ones must 

not unwatched go’ (Ham. 3.1.183). Due to focussed activities which is enhanced by the 

‘closed frame,’ one understands the causal relationship between Ophelia’s action, Hamlet’s 

response, and Claudius’ and Polonius’ decisions.  

And yet Ophelia’s question ‘where is your father?’ (Ham. 3.1.132), as with Lady 

Macbeth’s in Mac. ‘why have you left the chamber’ (Mac.1.7.27-28), brings matters to a 

head for the action.  When Ophelia lies to Hamlet, saying ‘At home, my lord’ (Ham. 

3.1.133), her answer causes Hamlet’s rage, which in turn triggers the eavesdroppers’ 

reactions. It is again useful to imagine the relative positions of characters in the scene’s 

architectural set-up to understand Hamlet’s reaction (at Ophelia’s lie) as well as Claudius’ (at 

Hamlet’s rage). The scene that sees Hamlet (while he is strolling during a thought) meeting 

Ophelia’s (while she strolls and reads) creates naturalism to their encounter at the same time 

injecting tension.  Like an observation room in a real prison, physical distance (between the 

observed room in the lobby and the observation room behind the arras) magnifies Hamlet’s 

and Ophelia’s monitored state. And because of the scene’s tension (between watchers and the 

watched) due to the said distance (between the lobby and arras), it feels natural for Hamlet to 

respond in a way that conveys that he cannot ‘communicate’ with Ophelia: when Ophelia 

says that Polonius is ‘At home,’ (Ham. 3.1.133) when in fact he is watching them from the 

arras, Hamlet denounces Ophelia, women and even humanity in general, swearing ‘we / will 

have no more marriages’ (Ham. 3.1.141-142).  There is no textual evidence indicating that 

Hamlet knows he is being overheard but his anger may be linked to the abandoned land he 

has imagined.  The essence of his invective is the imminent ruin of the existing social order 

that suggests that Elsinore is on the brink of collapse.  His discontentedness, expressed in 

extreme intensity, which may imply that he may not be insane but instead knows and predicts 

the imminent collapse of the castle, may play a part in Claudius’s perception that he will 

‘hatch’ (3.1.160) a plot that is dangerous to the state.   

Ophelia is unable to accept, or simply cannot understand Hamlet’s imagined collapsed 

social order.  Her exclamation, ‘O heavenly powers, restore him’ triggers Hamlet to invoke 
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the ‘nunn’ry’ (Ham. 3.1.120) as a physical refuge for Ophelia. Jenkins writes that ‘The 

nunnery Hamlet insists on for Ophelia is a sanctuary from marriage and from the world’s 

contamination’ though other critics have focussed their discussion of ‘nunnery’ on the sense 

of ‘brothel,’ which questions Ophelia’s chastity.386 Yet in the scene, ‘nunnery,’ as a building 

type, may have been employed by Hamlet as a physical contrast to Claudius’ institution that 

is symbolized by the wasteland. A wasteland is devoid of social order, and nunnery, an 

alternative physical environment, which has its austere rule and order in contrast to the 

disintegration of the former, may be argued to be a natural response from Hamlet.  This is 

especially so considering Hamlet’s state of mind in his current location, which is an observed 

room.  His reaction to Ophelia’s claim that he is insane, is not likely to raise any more 

suspicions than what his literal meaning is capable of.  

Yet the prison-like environment of Elsinore castle, seems to be dominant only in 

Hamlet’s thoughts and not in others.  As Hamlet himself admits, he is the only one who feels 

imprisoned in the residence: 

Why, then, ‘tis none to you: for there is nothing                 

either good or bad but thinking makes it so. To me it is a prison.  (Ham. 2.2.252-253)  

In fact, for Ham., Shakespeare paints a balanced picture of the castle, presenting courtly 

images alongside the impression of the prison and the building’s abandoned garden. In the 

play, one way of giving courtly impressions to the castle is to permeate the play with stately, 

formal terms.  As in Mac., in which Forres as an administration centre is expressed through 

the language of court expectation, in Ham., Elsinore’s  formality is communicated through a 

series of official dictum communicating court customs.  These include, ‘duty and obedience,’ 

(Ham. 2.2.107) (for obligation and expectation), ‘assistant for state,’ (Ham. 2.2.165) (political 

hierarchy/designation), ‘gentry and good will,’ (Ham. 2.2.22) (nobility), ‘what majesty 

should be, what duty is,’ (Ham. 2.2.88) (authority and responsibility), ‘have tribute on me,’ 

(ham. 2.2.268) (deference/respect), ‘Th’appurtenance of welcome is fashion and ceremony,’ 

(Ham. 2.2.288-289) (leisure/entertainment) and, finally, ‘rest here in our court’ (Ham. 2.2.13) 

as well as ‘will you see the players well bestowed?’ (Ham. 2.2.425) (hospitality).  Some of 

the allusions to formality above combine with architectural space to convey meanings.  For 

example, an ‘assistant for a state,’ (Ham. 2.2.165) as Polonius proudly and ceremoniously 

calls himself, has been made to conceal himself in a narrow space instead of occupying a 
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stately office.  Also, in the specific order to bestow lodgings to visiting players, the gesture of 

escorting visiting players to guestrooms renders weight to the dignity as well as amplifying 

the spaciousness and formality of Elsinore. 

 Formality is a theme when Hamlet executes his plan to revenge, and the great hall is a 

tool for him.  He wants to ‘catch the conscience of the king’ (Ham. 2.2.501), and he intends 

to do it formally and publicly.  His initial plan, which is to stage ‘The Murder of Gonzago,’ 

which is about a Duke and his wife, who marries his murdering nephew, involves exposing 

Claudius in the hall.387 It seems that through this Hamlet hopes that Claudius’ guilty 

conscience while watching the show will be displayed to the public, giving formality to his 

action to expose him. Making use of the great hall as a means to forecast rising action is 

reminiscent of the strategy employed in Mac. where the hall, as a formal space (introduced in 

‘Let’s briefly put on manly readiness / And meet i’th’hall together,’) (Mac. 2.3.129-130) 

stages Macbeth’s deteriorating mental condition. In Ham., The hall, as a formal space, is an 

apt physical place that enables Hamlet’s planned public and formal exposition of Claudius’s 

guilt. Act 3, Scene 2, which introduces the showing of the public performance, has been 

given an atmosphere of formality that Hamlet needs for his planned occasion. Firstly, music 

and courtiers’ movements into the room (Ham. Sd. 3.2.76) evoking the spaciousness of the 

room emphasizes public attention to the activity that is going to take place. The room 

moreover presents family tension, creating a visual focus on the royal family members, 

achieved through furniture arrangement, interior lighting and characters’ movement.  In the 

area of furniture layout, there is a deliberate intention to create a physical division within the 

family by having Hamlet and Ophelia sitting on one side, whereas Claudius and Gertrude, on 

another watching the play: 

 QUEEN GERTRUDE        

   Come hither, my good Hamlet.  Sit by me.    

  HAMLET No, good-mother; here’s metal more attractive.   

   [He sits by Ophelia]       

  POLONIUS [aside] O ho, do you mark that?  (Ham. 3.2.94-96) 

The above move of making specific seating arrangement for members of the household to 

imply family dynamics yet again recalls that of Mac. (Act 3, Scene 4) in which Macbeth 

orders ‘Both sides are even: here I’ll sit i’th’ midst’ (Mac. 3.4.9).  In the above scene where 
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King/Queen in the palace.  
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Hamlet and Ophelia sit on one side, while Gertrude, Claudius and Polonius on the other, the 

furniture arrangement that creates the physical separation creates a strong contrast between 

Hamlet’s (and Ophelia’s) and Claudius’ (and Gertrude’s and Polonius’) position.  Due to the 

arrangement, the family dynamics becomes a focus of interest.  In Act 2, Scene 2, we have 

been made known that Hamlet believes that ‘guilty creatures sitting at a play’ (Ham. 2.2.486) 

will be affected ‘by the very cunning of the scene’ (Ham. 2.2.487) so much so that they will 

‘proclaim’ their ‘malefactions’ (Ham. 2.2.488) while watching its drama.  In Act 3, Scene 2, 

the hall’s layout that focuses on Hamlet’s plan to ‘observe’ Claudius’ ‘look,’ adds another 

dimension to the play’s action since, again, characters’ relative positions foreground their 

various perspectives.  Here, seat arrangement indicates that audience classification for the 

staged performance is an issue, foregrounding their responses.  The desired effect, which is 

Claudius’s horrified rising from his chair upon seeing the ‘cunning’ (Ham. 3.2.486) scene, 

draws distinct responses from onlookers.  Hamlet (sitting near to the stage but separated from 

Claudius) is, of course, excited about what he thinks is a confirmed revelation of Claudius’ 

guilt.  However, Horatio (a close friend of Hamlet but not a member in the family and thus 

seated at a more ‘neutral’ place) seems more reserved:   

HAMLET Would not this,  […], get me a fellowship in a cry of players? 

HORATIO Half a share.       

HAMLET A whole one, I 

  […] 

HAMLET O, good Horatio, I’ll take the Ghost’s word for a thousand         

pound. Didst perceive?     

HORATIO Very well, my lord.       

HAMLET Upon the talk of the poisoning?      

HORATIO I did very well note him. (Ham. 3.2.244-258) 

 

‘Half a share’ denotes a sharer who is only entitled to ‘half-shares’ as a joint owner of the 

company’s profit as against a sole proprietor. 388 As Jenkins suggests, here Horatio’s feeling 

that Hamlet’s exaggerated achievement is only half of Horatio’s indicates his reserve 

stand.389 Horatio gives no clear (half) indication (in contrast to Hamlet’s full or whole 

confidence) about the guilt despite the fact that he, as Hamlet, is well aware of the alleged 

guilt that the ghost has claimed.  

In addition to the impression of surprise caused by Claudius’ rising as well as his call 

for the ‘light’ (Ham. 3.2.257), which illumines the hall and his standing posture, there is also 
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Hamlet’s achievement is only half of his, indicating his reserved stand.  See Jenkin’s, 305.   
389 Ibid. 
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the sense that the formality (which embodies Claudius) that has been set up through 

architectural means is destroyed by the light of the hall, signifying his crumbling dignity.  

Claudius is ‘frighted with false fire’ (Ham. 3.2.254) and ‘marvellously distempered’ (Ham. 

3.2.269) with ‘choler’ (Ham. 3.2.271), as Hamlet and Guildenstern respectively describe him. 

In the play, arguably, a lit hall (corresponding with Hamlet’s confidence) stands in contrast to 

the spatialized lobby (depicting Hamlet’s indecision). Due in part to these contrasting images, 

Hamlet’s multi-faceted character begins to emerge. Is his madness or suffering a case of 

indecision, as the spatialized gallery scene implies, or one of over-confidence (as the scene of 

the lighted hall scene indicates)?        

The particular kind of interior atmosphere that spatial layout enables, together with 

the impressions that light generates in order to communicate the interrogation of the basis of 

Hamlet’s belief, is a prelude to a set of characters’ movements in the castle’s complex layout 

for the play’s subsequent scenes. The contrasting aspects of Hamlet’s character suggest to us 

that he needs to probe further in order to reconfirm Claudius’ guilt.  Subsequent scenes 

follow to show Hamlet’s movement into the inner rooms, depicting and confirming that what 

lies behind Elsinore’s formality is its moral corruption. Claudius in fact did kill Claudius. In 

his soliloquy in Act 3, Scene 3, he says ‘I did the murder,’ (Ham. 3.3.54) admitting that the 

offense ‘hath the primal eldest curse upon’t, / A brother’s murder’ (Ham. 3.3.37-38).  In the 

scene, Hamlet’s travelled path, which consists of the linear route from the hall to the inner 

state rooms, helps to make plain Claudius’ guilt as well as presenting his confession.  These 

scenes involve the castle’s spatial system that is inter-linked with actions.  After Claudius 

‘rises’ (Ham. 3.2.237) and calls for the hall to be lit, he retires to his room. Gertrude, who 

also goes to her room, commands Hamlet to join her in her ‘closet’ (Ham. 3.2.293) and 

Hamlet promises to ‘come […] by and by’ (Ham. 3.2.337).  In the scene, Shakespeare has 

Hamlet deliberately left alone before moving into Gertrude’s room and observing, 

‘Tis now the very witching time of night,                

When churchyards yawn and hell itself breathes out        

Contagion to this world […] now to my mother.  (3.2.341-345)  
                                              

For Hamlet, the time has come for him to ‘be cruel’ (3.2.348).  However, just as we expect to 

see Hamlet’s determined and ferocious strike on Claudius in the next scene, what is shown is 

yet again, his uncertainty -- enhanced through the action that he passes by the room of 

Claudius seeing him praying but fails to kill him. Hamlet is supposed to go to Gertrude’s 

room (Polonius’ informs Claudius that Hamlet is ‘going to his mother’s closet’) (Ham. 
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3.3.27), but on his way to her room, he first comes to the intimate space of Claudius, where 

‘he is a-praying’ (Ham. 3.3.74). Hamlet draws (Ham. Sd. 3.3.74) his sword, trying to kill the 

kneeling (Ham. Sd. 3.3.70) Claudius but upon thinking that killing him there and then is 

‘base and sal’ry, not revenge’ (Ham. 3.4.79), sheathes (Ham. Sd.3.4.87) his weapon. The 

movement across inner rooms thus enacts, physically, Hamlet giving up a great opportunity 

of revenge. The central action -- the act of forgoing the opportunity -- has importantly been 

metaphorically and literally intertwined with the involved movement from the hall to the 

bedrooms. Recall that in the preceding scene (Act 3, Scene 2) Hamlet is confident about 

Claudius’s guilt due to the latter’s rising in the midst of the staged play, and hence we may 

understand that he no longer needs to establish the facts of the guilt. Due to this, the action of 

forgoing a great opportunity of revenge strongly suggests that Hamlet is looking for a new 

reason to avoid the killing of Claudius, showing the complexity of his character.  

And yet before Hamlet arrives at Gertrude’s chamber, Shakespeare again capitalizes 

on his movement across rooms by presenting the attention to and expectation of Hamlet’s 

imminent arrival to create great tension for the scene.  Before Hamlet arrives in Gertrude’s 

chamber, Polonius is preparing to hide behind an arras in the room in order to eavesdrop on 

the confrontation between Hamlet and Gertrude.  Immediately after he tells Gertrude that 

Hamlet ‘will come straight’ (Ham. 3.4.1), the arriving Hamlet calls ‘Mother, mother, 

mother!’ (Ham. 3.4.6) prompting her quick warning, ‘I hear him coming’ (Ham. 3.4.7) for 

Polonius to withdraw into the arras space.  Richardson has usefully pointed out for us that 

Polonius must quickly run off to the arras in order to ‘conceal himself:’ 

‘[he] will come straight’ [3.4.1] Polonius says of Hamlet, opening the scene with the 

insistence that the conversation must be concluded quickly so that he can conceal 

himself.390 

In the scene, each of these characters experiences specific tension, which arises out of their 

perception of space in the state room. Hamlet’s movement of going to Gertrude’s room (after 

passing Claudius’ room), Polonius’ and Gertrude’s expectation of Hamlet’s arrival, as well as 

her attention to Hamlet’s approaching sound combine to give the impression that Polonius is 

pressed into scrambling to the arras lest Hamlet find out his furtive plot. Architectural space 

therefore helps to build up pressure upon characters, (Gertrude and Polonius) creating haste 

that draw out their above-mentioned responses.  It also permits and connects Hamlet’s truth-

                                                           
390 Richardson, 2011, 117. 
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seeking purpose and Polonius’ covert surveillance, adding plausibility and reality to the 

development of the story. The exploitation of rooms of the castle and the development of 

physical action within them show clearly that Shakespeare depends upon real architectural 

layout as well as movement through it as a device that moves forward the play’s narrative 

trajectory.   

I want to suggest here that in Ham. the architectural space, which is the narrow room 

behind the arras, discredits Polonius’ intrusive surveillance to some degree by portraying 

visually the ‘assistant for a state’ (Ham. 2.2.165), a political position Polonius holds, 

occupying a dark and physically restrictive physical space.  Richardson argues that Polonius’ 

spying in the arras space ‘gets to the heart of the compromising physical position in which 

king and an “assistant of state” find themselves,’ raising a ‘question mark over just how 

lawful such actions may or may not be.391  She did not explain why Polonius’ physical 

position is ‘compromising’ but we may imagine that as a place, the space that Polonius 

occupies when spying behind an arras is not only very dark but also narrow. The OED 

defines an ‘arras’ as  

a hanging screen of this material formerly placed round the walls of household 

apartments, often at such a distance from them as to allow of people being concealed 

in the space between.  

It explains that there is a ‘distance,’ or gap between the arras and the walls.  To put the gap 

into perspective, it is useful to consider the architectural practice of hanging arras on walls.  

In a castle, an arras was originally hung from hooks attached to the walls. However, due to 

generated humidity from walls that often damaged tapestries, they were later first fixed on 

wooden frames, which were then attached to walls, resulting in a distance between the wall 

and the arras.  In other words, the distance formed between an arras and its wall was only a 

space to prevent the penetration of damp and not a purpose-built room. Hence, in reality, 

although it is physically possible to accommodate Polonius’ body within the frame, the space 

will be very dark and narrow, resembling the habitat of rats, which create nests in leftover 

wall space, to which they run quickly when they are being chased. 392 Rats usually live in the 

attic but the animals are prone to finding their ways down walls in order to build alternative 

                                                           
391 Richardson, 2011, 110. 
392 The reason for damp proofing is that when moist air permeates through walls, the air will begin to condense 

as water, a situation known as interstitial condensation, which may cause the growth of mould and decay of the 

arras fabric. With the gap or cavity between the arras and the wall, water from the wall will not come directly 

into contact with the arras.  A distance of 2-3 feet was adequate for this purpose and for a person to access for 

maintenance. 
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homes as they search and detect new food. Interestingly in Act 3, Scene 4, Polonius’ furtive 

and swift movement toward the arras evokes that of a rat to its nest when it hears sounds of 

cats or human beings.  In fact, textually, rats may be connected with Polonius’ character in 

this scene.  When Polonius’ sound is heard behind the arras, Hamlet’s response, ‘How now, a 

rat? Dead, for a ducat, dead’ (3.4.22) as he stabs through it, interestingly and comically links, 

not only a rat’s habitat and the ‘secretary for the state’s (Ham. 2.2.172) office, but also the 

motivation of rats and that of Polonius.  For the rat, the motivation is, of course, food. For 

Polonius, who is ‘ratting out’ Hamlet, his ‘food’ is the evidence he wants to glean from 

Hamlet.  In this way, it may be argued that the spatially provocative moment that 

Shakespeare creates is a device that aims at questioning Polonius’ character. 

After Hamlet storms into Gertrude’s room, he accosts her, calling her ‘your husband’s 

brother’s wife’ (Ham. 3.4.13) and scolding her violently so that she cries out ‘Help ho!’ 

(Ham. 3.4.20), startling the hiding Polonius who yells out for help.  Realizing that someone 

might be behind the arras, Hamlets thrusts his sword through the arras, killing Polonius.  Vis-

à-vis the scene of Hamlet holding an unsheathed dagger when he is in Claudius’s room, this 

scene may be regarded as an illustration of Hamlet’s inability to coordinate plans and action.  

The scene in Claudius’ room suggests that Hamlet is beset by conscience even when the 

opportunity for revenge is open for him.  Yet in the arras scene, when Hamlet strikes, his 

action, which is killing an unseen person, whom he assumes to be Claudius, is as Gertrude 

notes, a ‘rash’ (Ham. 3.4.25) deed. Hamlet’s attitude, the scene seems to tell us, is that his 

father’s revenge should be achieved through an unpredictable mishap -- in line with his 

claimed insanity rather than a pre-planned act. 

Hamlet’s killing of Polonius makes his position even more vulnerable at Elsinore.  

Claudius’ immediate reaction -- ‘It had been so with us, had we been there’ (Ham. 3.4.228) -- 

at the manner Polonius has been killed is one indicating immediate danger for himself.  His 

question, ‘How shall this bloody deed be answered?’ (Ham. 3.4.230) and his subsequent 

deliberation to cover up Hamlet’s crime ‘with all our majesty and skill,’ (Ham. 3.4.246) show 

his will to remove Hamlet as well as to avert the political crisis involved in killing him since 

Hamlet is popular in Elsinore. Yet just as Claudius has a will to erase his ‘threats,’ (Ham. 

3.4.228) so too Hamlet has a secret agenda. He knows Claudius’ scheme, which is to ship 

him to England: 
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 HAMLET  I must to England.     

    you know that? 

 GERTRUDE     Alack, I had forgot.      

   ‘Tis so concluded on 

 HAMLET […]        

   This man shall set me packing.      

   I’ll lug the guts into the neighbour room. (Ham. 3.4.181-209) 

In the above passage, ‘set me packing’ (Ham 3.4.208) refers to the need for him to hurry off 

as well as his scheme.393 Polonius’ body that lies on the floor in Gertrude’s room will set 

Hamlet plotting his next move.  Again Shakespeare exploits the labyrinthine inner rooms to 

show characters’ battle of wills.  In his mother’s chamber, Hamlet tells her that he will ‘lug 

the guts into the neighbour room,’ (Ham. 3.4.208), and actually hides Polonius’ body 

temporarily in that room. Following this, he conjures up the elements that constitute the 

abandoned land -- decomposition of materials -- recalling the one (‘unweeded garden’) (Ham. 

1.2.135) that Hamlet has envisioned for Elsinore. When Claudius asks him where he has 

hidden the body of Polonius, Hamlet first describes the stench of Polonius’ rotting carcass. 

According to him, Polonius is maggots’ dinner: 

                                                                                                         

[…] A certain convocation    

of politic worms are e’en at him.  Your worm is your only emperor                           

for diet. We fat all creatures else to fat us, and we fat ourselves for maggots.   

        (Ham. 3.6.18-20) 

Claudius is confused by him and again ask where Polonius’ body lies.  In response, Hamlet 

suggests, rudely, to Claudius to send a messenger to find it ‘in heaven’ (Ham. 3.6.30), and if 

the body is not to be found there, to find it ‘i’th’ other place’ (Ham. 3.6.31), or hell, himself. 

In fact the body is concealed near the lobby. ‘If indeed you find him / not within this month, 

you shall nose him as you go up the stairs / into the lobby’ (Ham. 3.6.31-33), Hamlet finally 

tells Claudius, who then sends Rosencrantz to ‘seek him there’ (Ham. 3.6.34.). According to 

Hamlet, the staircase will lead him to Polonius’ corrupted body.394 In Hamlet’s deliberate 

move designed to offend Claudius, the shift from the lobby to rotten elements provides an 

implicit connection between the corruption of Claudius and its slow and ultimate discovery.  

Hamlet feels that Claudius’ transgression is ‘rank,’ (Ham. 3.4.145) and he tries to capitalize 

on the decomposed body (a constituting element of the wasteland), directly asking Claudius 

                                                           
393 See Jenkins, 332 and Taylor, et al, 2063. 
394 In a typical castle, a grand staircase leads from the great hall on the ground floor leads to the inner rooms 

above. 
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to access from the staircase of the castle to see for himself the state of the physical corruption 

of Polonius. 

   In Ham., Shakespeare contrasts buildings with the landscape and gardens, alternating 

depictions involving the built environment between buildings and landscape, presenting 

characters’ different attitudes to their environment thereby creating their distinct personality. 

The portrayal of landscape in Act 4, Scene 2 (Act 4, Scene 1, consists of a short transition 

scene showing the Fortinbras’ resolve to claim back their land from Denmark) follows the 

concentrated scenes of focussed activities and emotions explored.  In this scene, the sense of 

contrast of space may be felt as the mental image of Elsinore’s interior space still stays with 

us. When she first appears in the scene, Ophelia’s song mourning the death of her father, 

Polonius, first suggests her as having an attachment to the external landscape as against the 

actual castle: 

  He is dead and gone, lady,       

          At his head a grass-green turf,       

  At his heels a stone.        

  […]          

         White his shroud as the mountain snow --      

              […]           

  Larded all with sweet flowers,       

         Which bewept to the grave did not go,      

  With true-love showers.  (4.2.29-39) 

Ophelia’s imagined landscape form is constituted of the green turf and sweet flowers as well 

as snow and rain. The landscape’s vibrancy relating to greenery and life stands in stark 

contrast to the decomposed land conceived by Hamlet, indicating the different conceptions of 

space between the two characters.  The vibrant external landscape that is in existence in her 

mind is associated with grief and loss due to death, suggesting her intimate relationship with 

the landscape.  In her following song, she contrasts the house and nature’s vibrancy, showing 

her attachment to the landscape rather than the building: 

         And I a maid at your window,       

  To be your Valentine.        

         Then up he rose and donned his close,      

  And dupped the chamber door.       

         Let in the maid, that out a maid       

  Never departed more.  (Ham. 4.2.47-52)    

        

The above song that depicts seduction involves the imagery about a man by whom the lady is 

forsaken -- the house represents men, while the landscape, women.  Ophelia describes the 

ATTENTION: The Singapore Copyright Act applies to the use of this document. Library and Information Services Centre, National Institute of Education.



194 
 

image of a maid as standing outside the doors of her valentine’s house (and hence she is in 

the external space, the landscape).  Outside his house, she is let into his room through the 

door.  But she soon leaves his room, no longer a virgin.  Ophelia then censures men in 

general for their lack of commitment to relationships, scolding, 

  Alack, and fie for shame!       

          Young men will do’t, if they come to’t,      

  By Cock, they are to blame.       

          Quoth she, ‘Before you tumbled me,      

  You promised me to wed.’       

       He answers:          

  [Sings] ‘So would I ‘a’ done, by yonder sun,     

  An thou hadst not come to my bed. (Ham. 4.2.57-63) 

The above reference to the sun (Ham. 4.2.62) signals positivism -- the asseveration of doing 

the correct thing, which is that a man would have married the woman if she had not slept with 

him. The sun, used for swearing, can be connected to her earlier imagination that promotes 

vibrant landscape, and by this connection, Ophelia again attaches herself to the outside 

landscape’s vibrancy.   

And yet at this juncture, the scene moves to the ‘figure’ or Elsinore castle’s confused 

interior, contrasting strongly with Ophelia’s painted landscape. A loud noise stems from the 

building, depicting commotion by a mob of commoners led by a ‘riotous’ (Ham. 4.2.99) 

Laertes, who storms into the hall vowing to avenge Polonius’ death.  For this action, the 

‘door’ of Elsinore’s entrance appears five times (three times by characters and two in Sd.): at 

the sound of the noise, Claudius orders ‘Where are my Switzers? Let them guard the door 

[…] (4.2.94); He yells ‘the doors are broke’ (4.2.108) when the commoners came in; and 

Laertes instruction to the commoners to ‘Keep the door’ (4.5.113). The abrupt switch of 

scene from Ophelia’s imagined landscape to a rebellion in the castle sets the vibrancy of her 

landscape against Elsinore’s perils.  In this way, an impression is made: Ophelia does not 

have the set of problems that beset Hamlet. Her world, which is outside Elsinore (which 

remains vibrant even when she is in grief) stands in opposition to the castle’s threats (first in 

the form of seduction by men, and later the rebellion).  We get the sense that since she does 

not have the kind of experience felt by Hamlet in the interior of Elsinore, she is able to 

construct her version of the landscape that is vibrant (as against Hamlet’s prison and 

wasteland).   
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The gardens of country houses were often meticulously designed to be seen and 

enjoyed from important rooms and galleries of the house, containing, typically, intricate knot 

gardens interspersed with lawns with arbours, creating pleasant shaded walks and scented 

outdoor space due to the varying perfumes of flowers. 395 Their detailed constituting elements 

-- specific plants and blossoms -- have been applied to depict Ophelia’s character when she 

distributes them to members of her family further reinforces her attachment to landscape as a 

contrast to the actual castle.  These plants and blossoms include a ‘rosemary,’ (Ham. 

4.2.170), ‘Ham. pansies,’ (Ham. 4.2.171) a ‘fennel,’ ‘columbines,’  a ‘rue,’ (Ham. 4.5.173) a 

‘daisy,’ (Ham. .5.175) and ‘violets’ (Ham. 4.5.176) and she explains clearly the reason for 

each of the plant and flower, stating their respective function (e.g. she offers the family 

members rosemary for ‘remembrance, pansies for thoughts,’ hinting at the nature of her 

creation that have restorative power). Her identification with the vegetation is further 

rendered by a spatial description by Gertrude, who reports the scene of her drowning in 

detail.  According to Gertrude’s graphical depiction of her death in Act 4, Scene 5, Ophelia is 

weaving flower garlands out of ‘crow-flowers, nettles, daisies and long purples’ (Ham. 

4.5.163) as she sits near a ‘brook’ (Ham. 4.5.138). She climbs on a willow tree that ‘grows 

askant’ (Ham. 4.5.160) to hang the garlands on its ‘pendent boughs’ (Ham. 4.5.166), but falls 

into the ‘weeping brook,’ (Ham. 4.5.169), her garments ‘heavy with their drink’ (Ham. 

4.5.175) as they drag her to ‘muddy death’ (Ham. 4.5.177).  According to Gertrude, the body 

of Ophelia is in harmony with her surrounding landscape: 

  Fell in the weeping brook.  Her clothes spread wide,    

  And mermaid-like awhile bore her up,      

  Which time she chanted snatches of old tunes,     

  As one incapable of her own distress, (Ham. 4.5.169-172) 

Buoyed up by water, Ophelia’s body appears devoid of stress.  Her clothes that ‘spread wide’ 

(Ham. 4.5.147) impresses on us that her whole body is embracing the brook like a floating 

mermaid so that she becomes part of it.  Her peaceful image in the vibrant landscape, set 

against the stress in Elsinore, conveys that it is the landscape’s nature rather than the castle’s 

interior environment that befits her.  The landscape distances her from the castle, suggesting 

                                                           

395 The significance of landscape and garden to the daily experience of living in the country house is perhaps 

best exemplified by imagining Bacon’s observation of delight in gardens in their historical and cultural contexts: 
‘And it [the garden] is the purest of human pleasures.  It is the greatest refreshment to the spirits of men; without 

which buildings and palaces are but gross handyworks.’ See Bacon, Of Gardens, 64. 
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that she does not experience the same relationship with the built space of Elsinore as she does 

with the landscape. 

 The constituting elements -- flowers and blossoms -- of Ophelia’s imagined landscape 

is in stark contrast to those that compose Hamlet’s constructed landscape -- the rotting flesh 

and vegetation found in Act 5, Scene 1.  Whereas vibrancy underlies Ophelia’s form, the 

essence of Hamlet’s landscape is decayed human bodies, foreshadowing deaths of many of 

Elsinore’s inhabitants.  In the scene depicting Ophelia’s burial in the graveyard, Hamlet picks 

up several skulls, envisioning their flesh (‘lips’ (Ham. 5.1.154) and ‘tongue’ (Ham. 5.1.63) 

that have detached from their bone (‘jawbone’ (Ham. 5.1.64) and ‘pate’ (Ham. 5.1.65). For 

Hamlet, death transforms all human beings into trivial objects. Even great men will die, and 

their bodies decompose and end as ‘dust,’ (Ham. 5.1.171). For example, the decomposed 

body of Imperial Caesar becomes ‘clay,’ (Ham. 5.1.174) and is used to patch up a hole of a 

wall (Ham. 5.1.175).  As with Ophelia’s case, Hamlet’s thought and opinion about lived 

experience help to shape his spatial creation, determining the way the space of Elsinore is 

conceived. His thought, which is the disgust for the world, the human body, as well as for 

Elsinore, shapes the landscape’s constituting elements, which are the waste objects of the 

landscape. 

 In Act 5, Scene 2, the play’s final scene, Shakespeare juxtaposes the corrupt state of 

Elsinore against its formality, placed through the great hall that is normally used to stage 

public performances. The courtier, Ostrick, enters the great hall to announce Claudius’ 

proposed duel between Hamlet and Laertes.  As an agent of Claudius, Ostrick, who flourishes 

a ‘bonnet,’ (Ham. 5.2.77) upon his entry, represents the rotten state of Elsinore.  Hamlet says, 

‘tis a vice to know him’ (Ham. 5.2.71), and although the courtier ‘hath much land and fertile,’ 

(Ham. 5.2.72) it is nothing but ‘spacious in the possession of dirt’ (Ham. 5.2.73-74).  For 

Hamlet, Ostrick’s ‘flourish[ing] […] nature’ (Ham. 5.2.145) is the ‘canker of our nature,’ 

(Ham. 5.2.69) that he wants to remove.396  His gesture to despatch Ostrick: ‘I will walk here 

in the hall. If it please his majesty, it is the breathing time of day with me,’ (Ham. 5.2.140-

141) corresponds with the value of Elsinore’s of ‘custom,’ which is the rejection of ‘vicious 

mole of nature,’ (Ham. 1.4.24) that ‘Doth all the noble substance oft a-daub / To his own 

scandal’ (Ham. 1.4.37-38). The portrayal of Hamlet walking in the great hall hints at the final 

                                                           
396  Line 5.2.69 is taken from Jenkins, Hamlet. 
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‘readiness’ (Ham. 5.2.168) of Hamlet. Having accepted Claudius’ request to fight Laertes in 

the duel, Hamlet awaits the occasion to arrive: 

  If it be not to come, it will be now.  If it      

  be now, yet it will come.  The readiness is all. (Ham. 5.2.178-179) 

Being ready implies expecting results, and the action opens up an important question.  What 

does Hamlet want to achieve through his ‘readiness?’ (5.2.179).  

In the above scene, the hall, serves as the setting for the fencing combat.  Numerous 

courtiers and the royal family enter its space, which is a place for the ‘presence’ (Ham. 

5.2.185) or royal assembly that witnesses the match.397 Adding depth and context to the 

spatial representation for the scene, Elsinore castle is foregrounded for the scene preceding 

the combat.  Shakespeare sets the hall within the architectural framework of the building as 

Claudius adverts to its battlements, declaiming while distributing wine for the duellists,  

Let all the battlements their ord’nance fire.     

 The King shall drink to Hamlet’s better breath,     

 And in the cup an onyx shall he throw     

 Richer than that which four successive kings     

 In Denmark’s crown have worn.  (Ham. 5.2.227-231) 

Claudius’ offer of the military salute on his battlements mirrors the fanfare issued from the 

house in Act 1, Scene 2 that represents Claudius, ‘custom’ (Ham. 1.4.17). The salute is 

moreover paired with the toying of expensive worldly possession -- drinking wine from a 

glass with an ‘onyx’ (a jewel), setting the tone for the play’s final action that is brutal.398 The 

above architectural image creates great tension for the scene because it emphasizes Claudius’ 

claim of superiority (which amounts to a slighting of Hamlet’s father), aggravating Hamlet 

and spurring him on to a ‘palpable [fence] hit’ (5.2.232) on Laertes.   

When we next see the image of the ‘door’ (Ham. 5.2.264) in the hall, it is for 

Hamlet’s use to trap Claudius in his own castle, creating a great irony for his authority as a 

King and owner of the building.  It happens that the wine has been mixed with poison, which 

is meant to be drunk by Hamlet upon his victory.  However, Claudius’ attempt to poison 

Hamlet is foiled by Hamlet’s refusal to take orders from him. ‘I’ll play this bout first. Set by a 

while,’ (Ham. 5.2.246) says Hamlet in response to Claudius’ order to drink from the cup after 

his first successful hit. Confusion ensues, leading to the poisoning of Gertrude (from drinking 

                                                           
397 ‘Presence’ denotes august and royal assembly.  See Jenkins, 408. 
398 An union is a precious pearl.  See Jenkins, 410. 
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the wine by mistake) who falls on the floor.  At this point, in an act that is analogous to 

usurping Claudius’ power, Hamlet gives orders to Elsinore’s attendants: ‘O, villainy! Ho, let 

the door be locked!’ (Ham. 5.2.271) and later kills the King.  Locking indicates trapping with 

the intention of isolating and finally remove someone/something, and in this sense, Hamlet is 

explicit about what he wants to trap. ‘Treachery! Seek it out!’ (Ham. 5.2.272) he commands 

the attendants, knowing well that Claudius is the source of that treachery at Elsinore. 

Ironically, Claudius also issues a command: ‘O yet defend me, friends!’ (Ham. 5.2.282) when 

Hamlet stabs him. This royal command is futile as it is not obeyed.  Ownership of the house 

has changed.  Gaining control of the door of Elsinore’s hall, Hamlet becomes the owner of 

the building.  The architectural move is symbolic.  Confined behind the closed door, 

Claudius’ corruption has been isolated and contained within the hall by Hamlet, thereby 

purifying the administration of Elsinore. 

The final scene of Hamlet ends in a description of the stage direction that is meant to 

transport his body after he is hit by Laertes’ poisoned sword.: 

 Bear Hamlet, like a soldier, to the stage,      

  For he was likely, had he been put on,      

  To have proved most loyally; and for his passage,    

  The soldiers’ music and the rites of war      

  Speak loudly for him.        

  Take up the bodies […]        

  Go, bid the soldiers shoot. (Ham. 5.2.350-357) 

Again the above portrayed image mirrors the scene of ‘custom’ (Ham. 1.1.14) that features 

the flourish of trumpets and drums: 

   A flourish of trumpets, and two pieces of ordnance   

   goes off         
  The King doth wake tonight and takes his rouse,     

  […]          

  The kettle-drum and trumpet thus bray out     

  The triumph of his pledge.   (Ham. 1.4.9-13) 

By this, the play seems to hint at Shakespeare’s dramatic intent, which is to create irony in 

the way Hamlet’s death may be regarded. Hamlet despises the kind of overinvestment in 

ceremony as represented by the architecture of Elsinore, yet his body is given a similar 

exaggerated treatment in the structure of the corpse’s staging.  The play’s end connotes the 

irony that Hamlet’s situation resembles that of Claudius: Hamlet as with Claudius are 

destroyed by his ‘outbreak of a fiery mind,’ (Ham. 2.1.33).  
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By way of conclusion, perhaps the most powerful feature of the representation of 

architecture in the play is the meaning communicated by the juxtaposition of characters’ 

various mental constructions involving Elsinore. The conflicting connotations due to the 

representation of Elsinore as sometimes a worthy castle, and other times an abandoned 

building (signifying corruption) and prison (signifying treachery), point to the play’s central 

meaning, which is the co-existence of corruption, treachery, and good values in the character 

of Hamlet.  However, as my analysis has shown, even as Hamlet tries to exit from Elsinore’s 

corrupt system, it is not possible for him to resist being drawn in by it. Rather than being an 

exception to the rule of corruption in Elsinore, he partakes in its corruption even as he tries to 

distance himself from it. In fact, in his own words, Hamlet admits the presence of corruption 

in his character. The system in Elsinore provides Hamlet with no recourse to justice, and 

‘Being thus benetted round with villainies’ (Ham. 5.2.30) he yields to its corrupt practice.  He 

must therefore acknowledge that he is just one of them who ‘are arrant knaves’ (Ham. 

3.1.126).   

This chapter has explored the themes of usurpation, treason and betrayal in relation to 

the built environment perceived by characters involved in the actions.  It has demonstrated 

that a series of architectural spaces are carefully organized to create spatial dynamics, 

connecting space to action.  It also showed that depicted architectural elements in Ham. help 

to create a castle that has a dual character, achieved by the building’s alternate architectural 

forms that are conceived by characters. In this play, Shakespeare presents the good values of 

Elsinore through the representation of formality that is evocative of court custom and dignity, 

as well as the verdant garden that signifies the vibrancy of life.  Yet he also suggests the 

unpleasant side of Elsinore by associating it with confining prisons and abandoned land. This 

type of building becomes Hamlet’s personal meaning of Elsinore, a place that for him that 

denotes surveillance and treachery, as opposed to its real space.  And yet Hamlet’s imagined 

landscape featuring maggots and rots contrast strongly with the formality of Elsinore. 

Through the above means, Shakespeare portrays the disconnection between the household of 

Elsinore and Hamlet, showing his complex emotion. 

The various architectural and landscape forms giving rise to the dual character of 

Elsinore points to the concept of characters’ imagined space against real space, indicating 

their thought and personality. Alternating between the building and the external landscape 

brings to light the contrast between the building and the landscape and I have demonstrated 
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that examining constituting elements of these built forms can be useful for a fruitful 

discussion of characters’ thoughts and mentality. This move towards a criticism of 

characters’ environment suggests the benefits of including components of architecture for 

analysis.  In this chapter, I have focussed my discussion on architectural atmosphere, spatial 

dynamics and the need to rationalize characters’ location. I have also shown that parallel 

architectural strategies are employed in Ham. and Mac.. These strategies show the inter-

relationship between the organization of architectural layout, created physical spaces and 

dramatic action, anchoring their place as an enabling tool that plays a part in the building of 

themes for the plays.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

ATTENTION: The Singapore Copyright Act applies to the use of this document. Library and Information Services Centre, National Institute of Education.



201 
 

Chapter Six 

 

Shakespeare’s Versatile Architectural Method 

This chapter draws from and summarises this dissertation’s previous discussions about 

Shakespeare’s architectural encounter and depicted buildings to illustrate that his 

architectural ideas are adaptable and imaginative for the creation of the varied experiences of 

his characters in his plays. It argues that the ways in which architecture relating to country 

houses (medieval and Elizabethan) have been deployed in the plays are based upon the 

functional (realistic), the symbolic (imaginative) and the simultaneous (functional as well as 

imaginative) use of architecture. I will argue that through the above-listed strategies, created 

buildings infuse Shakespeare’s plays with a kind of quality that suggests the flexible nature of 

his approach to and utilization of buildings, enabling his diverse ways of representing the 

build environment in his story. 

Functional Use of Architecture 

In the functional use of architecture, the created built environment works alongside 

events, time, and characters to construct plausible human experience.  In creating this type of 

space for his story, the method Shakespeare employs is multifarious and includes the 

following ways:  

1)  Deployment of rooms’ specific functions for events, enabling spatial dynamics to 

be felt, generating plausible interactions between characters,  

2)  Organising stories around buildings and settings, increasing the authenticity of 

characters’ experience, and  

3) Giving impression to exterior or interior quality of buildings in order to reflect 

atmosphere, emotions or moods.   

In Chapters Three and Four, I explored the organization of dramatic action in castles, 

looking at how architecture plays a part in portraying the way characters perceive reality, 

which is developed from their experience of the built environment.  Often through 

highlighting characters’ location in specific rooms such as by the use of the inflective mood 
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that questions characters’ place, or their comments upon the place and their environment, 

their concerns are manifested.  

I have demonstrated the series of questions and comments that help to develop the 

play’s narrative movement. Primary examples include, ‘How far is’t called to Forres?’ (Mac. 

1.3.34), a question that places Macbeth in the geo-politics that is beyond his control, 

contextualizing the scene’s actions for our understanding. In the case of Macbeth’s initial 

hesitation, Lady Macbeth’s question to Macbeth, ‘Why have you left the chamber’ (Mac. 

1.7.29), which draws Macbeth’s ‘Hath he asked for me?’ (Mac. 1.7.30), instantly demotivates 

him. In the case of observing the progress of Duncan’s murder, spatial response also 

emphasizes locations: ‘As I descended?’ (Mac. 2.2.19); ‘Hark! / Who lies i’th’second 

chamber?’ (Mac. 2.2.22-23). So is Macbeth’s heard terrible sounds, ‘I hear a knocking at the 

south entry,’ (Mac. 2.2.63) and the couple’s withdrawal ‘to our chamber’ (Mac. 2.2.64). 

Banquo’s question, ‘Who’s there?’ (Mac. 2.1.9) after he steps into Inverness similarly 

emphasizes the imminent murder’s discovery in the inner rooms. It is also the case in 

Macbeth’s confused reply, ‘Where?’ (Mac. 3.4.47), in response to Lennox’s ‘Here is a place 

reserved, sir’ (Mac. 3.4.46) when the former sees the ghost of Banquo occupying his seat. In 

the case of the first reaction to the murder’s discovery, Lady Macbeth’s strategic question, 

‘what in our house?’ (Mac. 2.3.88) in an attempt to appear innocent is again in the 

interrogative mood emphasizing location. The sense of tempo -- first one, then the other -- of 

entering and leaving domestic rooms, thus builds up into the play an overall atmosphere of 

intrigue, betrayal and fear, showing the working of the Macbeths’ mind.  Premised on the 

reality that different perceptions of architecture generate distinct forms of reactions, 

Shakespeare’s exploitation of responses and interactions by characters, epitomized by the 

distinct architectural perceptions offered by Duncan and Banquo as regards Inverness’ 

building elevation, spatializes castles in the play, making them an expressive architectural 

product.  

It may be said that Ham. has a conceptual model akin to that of Mac. due to the 

orientational role of architecture that strongly indicates the route to dramatic purposes.  In 

this play, one can see a comparable architectural strategy -- establishment of milieu -- 

through presenting architectural atmosphere as well as the spatial manipulation of interior 

spaces, tying scenes into the dynamics of hiding and discovery. The sense of reality against 

illusion manifests itself in the beginning of the play not least due to a set of dialogues that 

comment on characters’ (or the ghost’s) location and their surroundings. This in comparable 
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to the architectural ekphrasis employed in Mac. (in Act 1 Scene 6).  As with Mac., the 

location of involved characters are often emphasised through focused activities and the need 

for readers to rationalize their position, developing the forward movement of the narrative. Its 

inflective mood in the first line by Bernardo, ‘Who’s there?’ (Ham. 1.1.1), recalls that of 

Banquo (Mac. 2.1.9) eliciting responses by connecting the perceptions of oncoming footsteps 

with the reality of uncertainties and the general feeling of fear.  Hamlet’s ‘But where was 

this?’ (Ham. 1.2.211), together with Marcellus’ answer, ‘upon the platform where we watch,’ 

(Ham. 1.2.212) moves forward the scene’s central action, which is the meeting and dialogue 

between Hamlet and the ghost.  Hamlet’s question to Ophelia in the gallery, ‘Where is your 

father?’ (Ham. 3.1.127), and the latter’s answer ‘At home, my lord’ (Ham. 3.1.128), are a 

determining factor of Polonius’ further probe and surveillance, which in turn causes his 

death. Polonius’ warning about Hamlet’s arrival, ‘’A will come straight’ (Ham. 3.4.1), the 

arriving Hamlet’s call ‘Mother, mother, mother!’ (Ham. 3.4.6) and Gertrude’s quick warning, 

‘Withdraw; I hear him coming’ (Ham. 3.4.7) further shows clearly the causal relationship 

between characters’ perceptions of their surrounding and the development of narrative 

movement. Also, Claudius’ ‘Where is Polonius?’ (Ham. 3.2.29), again emphasizing location, 

manifests Hamlet’s high level of enjoyment in torturing Claudius through manoeuvring the 

interior space that is complex. These questions, answers, and comments that emphasize 

characters’ positions in the rooms of the castle depend a great deal on characters’ fixations on 

its layout and their attempts to locate other characters.  

Examples of the realistic use of architecture may also be found in Shakespeare’s other 

plays. For, for example, in H8, privileged information from the King is delivered to Cranmer 

in a gallery whose spatial quality allows them to walk side by side in long private dialogue.  

In Cor., the ludicrous image of Coriolanus at Aufidius’ residence is slowly built up through 

the linear progression from the gatehouse through the courtyard, the entrance and finally the 

great hall.  In Rom., servants at work in their respective kitchens shows the process of 

preparation for an important event, highlighting the coherence of Capulet’s household and his 

hospitality.  In R2, Richard descends from the battlement to meet Northumberland because of 

the need to negotiate his future with the latter who stands in the base-court. In AYL, Orlando’s 

presence in his late father’s orchard is, for his brother Oliver, an encroachment of his 

property because the latter inherits the whole of his father’s estate as the eldest son.  And yet 

in MM, architectural layout helps to build up the Duke’s scheme to trap Angelo, who gives 
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Isabella two keys explaining in detail his house’s layout so that she could meet him in his 

garden. 

 

Symbolic Use of Architecture 

The key elements of architecture -- walls, floors, and roofs -- demarcate boundaries 

and give shapes and heights to buildings. I want to discuss the notion of ‘rendering’ these 

elements in Shakespeare’s symbolic use of architecture in his plays. To ‘render’ means to 

‘cause to become,’ and in the field of architecture, rendering is the art of enhancing the 

appearance of buildings -- elevations and perspective -- by adding colours, material texture, 

shadows, environmental foreground and background to key architectural elements.  The 

purpose is to bring out their attributes, producing compelling images to impress viewers or 

owners. In other words, ‘rendering’ is part of the strategy of architectural persuasion.  In 

architectural practice, many subtleties and details may be used to increase the effect of 

architectural renderings or to emphasize themes and introduce mood.  For example, on a 

perspective drawing illustrating a house, an architect may render its roofs with shining, 

metallic colour of silver or titanium in order to impart the luxury of the house’s owner 

through introducing a futuristic theme to the building.  By contrast, rendering the roof with 

the colour of shingles or clay will give the house a rural or rustic look.  In another example, if 

the architect introduces clutters of decorative plants to the drawn garden of the building, a 

sense that the landscape has been manicured may be conveyed. 

Oftentimes, Shakespeare does not materially change his created buildings but only 

‘render’ them so as to influence the way buildings in his story may be perceived and 

visualised. For him, the impression of a building depends to a large extent on its illustration -- 

change its composition slightly, and the perception of building changes.  There is an 

architectural ekphrasis in Luc. in which the central thinking of rendering for the purpose of 

generating emotions has been communicated and underlined.  The representation is for Troy, 

created by an unknown, imaginary painter. Shakespeare draws attention to the important role 

of the painter, naming him/her many times in various expressions:  ‘the conceited painter 

who drew so proud,’ (1371) ‘the well skilled workman,’ (1520) ‘chid the painter for his 

wondrous skill,’ (1528) and ‘the painter was so nice,’ (1412) such that ‘sweet observance in 

this work was had / That one might see those far off eyes look sad’ (1385-1386).  From the 

descriptive descriptions above, we get the message that illustrated buildings and their 
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associated symbolism are very much dependent on painterly skills. Lucrece blames Priam 

and Helen for the fall of Troy: Priam for not checking ‘his son’s desire’ and Helen for being 

the ‘strumpet that began this stir’ (1471). ‘For one’s offence why should so many fall, / To 

plague a private sin in general?’ (1483-1484) Lucrece asks.  In order to ‘moan’ the intensity 

of their ‘offence,’ she begins with Troy’s original grandeur. Narrating the city as painted by 

an unknown artist, Lucrece first pans over the appearance of Troy’s skyline, describing Troy 

as ‘cloud-kissing Ilion’ (1370) which has towers drawn so tall that ‘heaven, it seemed, to kiss 

the turrets bowed (1372). She then zooms in to the towers themselves, highlighting their 

‘loopholes’ (1383), or windows, to portray the ‘eyes of men […] / Gazing upon the Greeks’ 

(1383-1384).  From this point, we are then invited to the activities of the war below the 

towers to see details about ‘balls of quenchless fire’ that ‘burn thy city’ (1554).  Lucrece falls 

sway to the power of the painter, at one point losing herself, ‘tear[ing] the senseless Sinon 

with her nails’ (1564). 

One may see Shakespeare as a parallel of the ‘conceited painter,’ making impressions 

of buildings using similar techniques across his drama, generating endless architectural 

possibilities for his plays’ themes.  ‘Wonderment’ is one of the common impressions that 

relies on the effect of saturated sky on buildings, as in ‘Yond towers, whose wonton tops do 

buss the clouds,’ (Tro. 4.6.221); ‘Sometimes we see a cloud that’s dragonish, / A vapour […] 

A towered citadel […] / And mock our eyes with air,’ (Ant. 4.15.3-8) ‘towers bore heads so 

high they kissed the clouds, / And strangers ne’er beheld but wondered at,’ (Per. 1.4.24-25) 

and ‘the baseless fabric of this vision, / The cloud-capped towers, the gorgeous palaces’ 

(Tmp. 4.1.151-152).399 Interestingly, the sense of ‘Wonderland’ becomes ‘Wasteland’ with 

the coagulation of the cloud and its precipitation in the elevation.  This happens when an 

owner abandons his building project, leaving his ‘part-created cost / A naked subject to the 

weeping clouds / And waste for churlish winter’s tyranny,’ (2H4 1.3.61-62) or when a citizen 

of Troy envisions that the city will continue to exist until ‘water-drops have worn the stones 

of Troy, / And blind oblivion swallowed cities up, / […] / To dusty nothing,’ (Tro. 3.2.164-

169).  Desaturating the sky and exposing the buildings’ masonry texture, architecture 

transforms spaces into potential film gris or film noir scenes.  Such images and themes may 

be seen in Ham.’s ‘confines, wards and dungeons’ (Ham. 2.2.245-246) and in Mac.’s ‘jutty, 

                                                           
399 ‘Gorgeous palace’ is also mentioned in R2: ‘I’ll give my jewels for a set of beads, / My gorgeous palace for a 

hermitage’ (3.3.146-147) and in Rom.: ‘O, that deceit should dwell / In such a gorgeous palace!’ (3.2.86-87). In 

the first example, the use is metaphorical whereas the second, as in the instance in Tmp., is realistic. 
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frieze, / Buttress’ 400 (Mac. 1.6.7-8). Also, the time-lapse technique generates the temporal 

nature of scenes, found in the transition from ‘The nights are wholesome; then no planets 

strike, / No fairy takes […]’ (Ham. 1.1.160-161) to ‘the morn in russet mantle clad / Walk 

o’er the dew of yon high eastward hill’ (Ham. 1.1.164-165).  Yet light-heartedness or fanciful 

life of dreams is evoked through the freshness of dew and silence of snow as well as cosy 

interiors, seen in the ending scenes of a number of Shakespeare’s comedies: ‘With this field-

dew consecrate, / Every fairy take his gait; / And each several chamber bless, / Through this 

palace, with sweet peace’ (MND 5.1.385-389), ‘merry days! […] laugh this sport o’er by a 

country fire,’ (Wiv. 5.5.208-210) and ‘When icicles hang by the wall / And Dick the shepherd 

blows his nail / And Tom bears log into the hall / And milk comes frozen home in pail’ (LLL 

5.2.871-874).  These images, which show mansions of pastoral scenery after the problems of 

characters in the story is solved, give the appearance of a happy ending to the plays.  

And yet injected with the reflections of metal, the shining buildings of Shakespeare 

carry the symbolism of the celestial for some of his scenes, conveying the notion of 

individual perfection. Young women of Shakespeare’s late romances come close to this state.  

Innogen of Cym., being ‘More goddess-like than wife-like’ (Cym. 3.2.8), an ‘angel -- or, if 

not, / An earthly paragon. Behold divineness […]’ (Cym. 3.6.43-444) possesses a beautiful 

bedroom that evokes a metallic interior featuring ‘golden cherubins’ (Cym. 3.6.88) on its 

ceiling and ‘silver’ andirons (3.6.89). Hamlet’s figurative image of ‘this majestical roof 

fretted with golden fire’ (Ham.2.2.254) also conveys strongly that human beings appear to act 

‘noble in reason […] infinite in faculty […] like an angel […] like a god’ (Ham. 2.2.256-

259).  For Hamlet, the best that human being aspires to is in stark contrast to the way they 

actually behave: ‘The beauty of the world, the paragon of animals’ (Ham. 2.2.259) is 

‘quintessence of dust’ (Ham. 2.2.259).  Shining surfaces of metal may also convey absolute 

power.  In a well-ordered kingdom, the King has the complete ‘obedience’ (H5 1.2.187) of 

his citizens.  This is a message Canterbury wants to impress the King. In Canterbury’s simile, 

‘roofs of gold’ (H5 1.2.198) constitutes the emperors’ ‘tent-royal’ (H 5 1.2.196) to which 

soldiers ‘merry march bring home’ (H5 1.2.195) their booties, so that the King will employ 

‘such powers’ (H5 1.2.216) to ‘make all Gallia shake’ (H5 1.2.215). 

In Cym., Shakespeare’s literary rendering of architecture displays its shining texture 

ostentatiously to the point that roofs are radiant for the purpose of displaying supernatural 

                                                           
400 Ham.’s lines are quoted from Jenkins, Hamlet.  
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power that creates the play’s major spectacle -- dazzling light in the service of the promise of 

future.  This is seen in Act 5, Scene 4, which presents the play’s deus ex machina.  Here, 

Posthumus is taken prisoner for causing Innogen’s death and wants to die for it. As he sleeps, 

he has a vision of Jupiter and of his ancestors.  The god enters the ‘radiant roof’ (Cym 

5.4.215) as he ascends his ‘palace crystalline’ (Cym. 5.4.207), from which peeps through its 

‘crystal window’ (5.4.175).  He then descends like lightning, throwing out thunderbolt, 

announcing in his ‘celestial breath’ (Cym. 5.3.208) the all-important ‘He shall be lord of Lady 

Innogen, / And happier much by his affliction made’ (Cym. 5.4.201-202).  Seeing this, the 

ghosts fall on their knees (Cym. Sd. 5.4.195).  For this spectacle, Posthumus says that ‘so am 

I, / That have this golden chance and know not why’ (Cym. 5.4.225-226), implying the kind 

of new inspiration for him to live on. The celebration on the dazzling appearance of the god 

concludes with his stylish departure. When Jupiter leaves the scene, ‘The marble closes, he is 

/ entered / His radiant roof’ (Cym. 5.4.214-215). This architectural image is a salute to the 

Roman empire.  Cymbeline declares he will ‘submit to Caesar / And to the Roman empire’ 

(5.6.459-550).  As the play ends, a ‘radiant’ (Cym. 5.6.474) Cymbeline pays tribute to the 

gods, and promises the coming of peace with Rome:  

    Laud we the gods,      

  And let our crooked smokes climb to their nostrils    

  From our blest altars.  Publish we this peace     

  To all our subjects.  Set we forward. Let      

  A Roman and a British ensign wave      

  Friendly together. (5.6.476-480) 

My final examples on Shakespeare’s symbolic use of architecture involve the building 

images of 2H4 in which Shakespeare draws on details of architectural planning to represent 

mansions. 401  He represents building activities such as architectural plotting  (‘survey the 

plot’) (2H4 1.3.42), selection of sites (‘consent upon a sure foundation’) (2H4 1.3.52), 

drawing of plans (‘draw the model’) (2H4 1.3.43), determining of elevation (‘see the figure 

of the house’) (2H4 1.3.44), budget estimation (‘rate the cost of the erection’) (2H4 1.3.44), 

changing of design (‘draw anew the model’) (1.3.46), and resource monitoring (‘Question 

surveyors, know our own estate’) (2H4 1.3.53-54).  He also renders building using the 

seasonal sky to suggest mind-set: ‘Early spring’ (2H4 1.3.38) that bears ‘appearing buds’ 

(2H4 1.3.39) conveying the idea of ‘hope’ (2H4 1.3.38) changes to biting ‘frost’ (2H4 

1.3.41), and the climate finally ‘gives o’er’ (2H4 1.3.60) the metaphorical ‘house’ (2H4 

                                                           
401 The following quotes are from Jowett, J., 543. 

 

ATTENTION: The Singapore Copyright Act applies to the use of this document. Library and Information Services Centre, National Institute of Education.



208 
 

1.3.58) to despairing ‘weeping clouds’ (2H4 1.3.61) and ‘churlish winter’ (2H4 1.3.62).  The 

two strands of metaphors -- plotting and its future -- are woven together in the concluding 

‘pluck the kingdom down / And set another up’ and ‘beyond the power to build it […] leaves 

his part-created cost […] waste for winter’s tyranny’ (2H4 1.3.59-52).  

Simultaneous Use of Architecture 

 The simultaneous use of architecture comes into being when the created built 

environment serves as setting as well as conveys symbolic meanings.  Often employed to 

create dramatic irony, it happens in Shakespeare’s plays when he integrates architecture with 

dramatic action. In Mac., Lady Macbeth’s ‘the fatal entrance of Duncan / Under my 

battlements’ (Mac. 1.5.36) epitomizes such a strategy. Inverness’ façade that forms the 

background of the narration serves as setting for the arriving retinue at the same time 

presenting genuine/beguiling effects.  Key actions in and through various parts of castles 

mediating between space and states of mind also involve this strategy. For example, 

Macbeth’s soliloquy, ‘If it were done when ’tis done, […]’ (Mac. 1.6.1) is set in the long 

gallery to emphasize his thoughtfulness. Actual knockings come from the south entry, 

highlighting conscience and justice. Macbeth feels surrounded by enemies in the enclosed 

courtyard. He orders the seating arrangement in the great hall as a political manoeuvre to 

impress the lords. He feels the sense of achievement at the top of the stairs after killing 

Duncan. And finally, Lady Macbeth walks while holding a candle in her closet uttering ‘Out 

damned spot; out, I say!’ (Mac. 5.1.30) in an act of compunction. Each of these architectural 

representations becomes a counterpart to Macbeth/Lady Macbeth’s specific states of mind 

from their break of duty to their King to stages of Macbeth’s reign as ruler.  

For Ham., Elsinore’s real platform that has a freezing temperature rises menacingly 

above the shoreline, symbolizing an alienating effect for characters. The precipitousness of 

the structure on which Hamlet and the ghost appear together denotes danger and the 

unknown.  The background of the castle with trumpets and gunfire signifies Claudius’ 

hypocrisy. Hamlet lives in his imagined prison and the abandoned land but in reality he 

resides in a real castle. The symbolic use of the ‘whispering gallery’ and the arras space as 

real space enacts Polonius’ furtive spying and intrigue. The death of Ophelia in the external 

landscape (the brook) symbolizes her isolation from Elsinore. The raising of Hamlet’s body 

to a ceremonious stage connotes his uncontrolled passion that leads to his death. These kinds 
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of spaces, built up through the relationship between functional and symbolic space, bring the 

play’s interests and concerns through irony. 

Although I have not examined the deployment of architecture that links it with 

narration in other plays, a large number of discussed architectural representations in Chapter 

Five may demonstrate Shakespeare’s simultaneous use of architecture for the purpose of 

irony.  Because of the relation between the gatehouse to the building proper, Viola is unable 

to successfully carry out the mission of wooing Olivia on behalf of Orsino.  Goneril finds it 

impossible to accommodate Lear’s retinue in his court due to its large crowd.  Richard 

descends to the base-court from the platform, signifying the humiliation of having to obey his 

inferior.  Coriolanus’ humbled appearance under the musical gallery in the great hall 

contradicts his claim of superiority. Servants working in the organized kitchen of Capulet 

signifies the patriarch’s and power hospitality, which is then broken by the violence of Tybalt 

due to Romeo’s presence. Because of the initial denial of Orlando’s access to their father’s 

orchard the former assails the latter, and finally manage to gain entry to it.  These and many 

other moments involve the exploitation of the physical aspects of architecture such as 

inside/outside or top/down relation, the layout and management of the household. 

 By way of conclusion, I want to suggest that it is possible to draw some broad 

outlines of Shakespeare’s architectural representation due to the distinct interests in buildings 

found in the domestic representation in his plays. The key constituents for the said 

representation consist of the descriptions of physical features of buildings, domestic items, 

naming of specific rooms, interests in their accesses and occupation/ownership, and 

representation of spatial functions.  Through the above, Shakespeare spatializes and 

distributes his ideas about dramatic themes and actions.  In the examined plays, architectural 

material, form and function to which these ideas are attached have been rearranged to make 

references to the experience of elite living, leading us to a wide range of actions and 

emotions.  Shakespeare’s architectural thinking relating to castles and country houses is 

therefore about adapting buildings’ materiality and physical space to suit his dramatic 

purposes. We may think of an architectural box that makes up the world of Shakespeare’s 

dramatic household.  This box serves as his fundamental receptacle or frame of reference. 

Through highlighting its contents, sometimes via architectural rendering and other times 

through characters’ responses to space, he is able to flexibly and creatively exploit the 

composition and contents of the box in order to create the world he wants to represent.   
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                   Conclusion 

In The Cultural Geography of Early Modern Drama, Julie Sanders invites us to look at ‘the 

large country estates of major political and landholding families’ for the examination of the 

‘spatial dynamics and cultural geography of the early modern household.’402 The author 

suggests to us to examine depicted country houses’ spatial elements, which might correspond 

to and correlate with actions and themes in early modern plays.  This has inspired my 

approach throughout the writing of this thesis and forms the basis of its central argument -- 

that the study of architectural as well as spatial descriptions and the way Shakespeare uses 

them may open up new ways of understanding his plays.  

 My approach features an exploration of Shakespeare’s architectural encounter, his 

deployment of elements of architecture, as well as created spatial dynamics in his plays.  The 

first two chapters created an architecturally-oriented biography, linking buildings and places 

in Shakespeare’s plays to actual buildings surrounding him by considering the chronology of 

his writing.  In these two chapters, I divided the biography into five main stages, identifying 

buildings in each of these stages and attempted to match them with depicted buildings in his 

plays.  I have shown that in each biographical phase there are a number of actual buildings 

that may plausibly be connected with architectural representations in his plays.  I have 

presented that in a number of architectural scenes, Shakespeare has made references to the 

identified actual buildings, expressing for his plays notions of place/identity, knowledge of 

local culture, and living experiences. This suggests that Shakespeare’s surrounding buildings 

may have inspired his architectural imagery. The extent to which actual buildings and 

depicted buildings may be connected, in my view, will depend upon further archaeological 

and historical/biographical research or discovery such as the excavation of the Globe theatre 

in 1989 and the more recent unearthing of New Place in 2012 that leads to the recent research 

of the house by Paul Edmonson, Kevion Colls and William Mitchell. 

 As we saw in the Introduction, only a few scholars have provided a systematic and 

sustained engagement with available architectural evidence in order to discuss Shakespeare’s 

representation of architecture, crossing disciplinary boundaries for the understanding of his 

plays. An architecture-centred approach is therefore still in its infancy, which explains the 

nature of this thesis, which analyzes material culture and features of buildings, room space 

                                                           
402 Sanders, 101. 
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and layout, and architectural access and control.   The Introduction outlined the thesis’ 

design, whose first analytical component is constructing the afore-mentioned architectural 

biography.  It foregrounded the application of acquired information regarding buildings to the 

examination of dramatic themes and actions, drawing readers’ attention to the potential and 

value of medieval and Renaissance architecture, which tends to be inadequately researched in 

Shakespearean criticism.  I recognize the debt owed to Fairchild and De Sousa in this area 

while restating the use of architecture-based approach as a foundation of analysis.  My thesis 

therefore responds to the central research question regarding architecture-as-material for 

investigation by following a sequence that begins with the exploration of the said actual 

buildings. 

 In Chapters One and Two, I made use of a range of available historical documents 

that suggest Shakespeare’s knowledge in those buildings and places.  I have also attempted to 

establish the probable period that Shakespeare’s visits to these buildings took place.  

Moreover, I have explored possible evidence of allusions to these buildings in the plays, 

matching them with identified buildings.  In my analysis a pattern emerged suggesting 

specific architectural images may have been inspired by Shakespeare’s encountered or 

memories of specific buildings.  I have shown in these two chapters that he alludes to the 

actual buildings not always by way of naming them.  He also makes reference to them to 

them via specific facets of architecture attributable to those buildings, including architectural 

history and traditions.  Thus these two chapters considered different modes of architectural 

representation, including both architectural language as well as the more implicit references 

from which buildings and architectural spaces may be inferred.  This is a point of entry for 

my architecture-centred approach, and is a means of identifying pertinent architectural 

examples in the plays for my research.  Through a range of particular examples, I 

demonstrated how additional relevant information regarding pertinent buildings not available 

such as their cultural association or architectural practice in Fairchild’s publication may be 

utilized to illumine Shakespeare’s alluded buildings.  Due to my analysis, a case is made that 

it is beneficial to interrogate the connection between the identified real buildings with those 

in the texts and to generate updated architectural data for further enquiry into Shakespearean 

architectural allusions. 

In Chapter Three, I compared architectural allusions across Shakespeare’s plays, 

showing his varied architectural techniques employed in order to produce specific quality of 

space for dramatic purposes. Identifying primary architectural spaces constituting country 
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houses (fortified and unfortified), I examined the repeated usage of these spaces in his 

representation of buildings, and suggested that at the core of his method is the distribution of 

ideas pertaining to architectural spaces according to meanings developed from their cultural 

association or architectural practice. Through my analysis, one is inclined to think that in 

order to engage more effectively with the architectural allusions in the plays, it is beneficial 

to have a sound understanding of the form and function of core features of country houses, 

their interior spaces and social practice.  

Chapters Four and Five explore detailed particulars of architecture mentioned earlier 

that constitute country houses and analyze the form, use and idea regarding them.  Careful 

considerations of characters’ responses to architectural components demonstrated the benefit 

of engaging with architecture and space as objects of analysis alongside texts.  In Chapter 

Four, I explored Mac.’s scenes, especially those that involve heightened emotions in both the 

exterior and interior of castles due to focussed activities in and surrounding the buildings, 

identifying the play’s architectural scheme, which comprises the following sequence: 

contextualization, conception of architectural forms, and the laying out of rooms. I pointed 

out how like a ‘Chief architect and plotter’ (Tit. 5.3.122) at work, Shakespeare lays out rooms 

of castles to build up the plays’ sense of interior space, showing sequentially that rooms and 

actions that take place are inter-linked. In this way, architectural process constitutes part of 

Shakespeare’s overall strategy to sustain actions and themes in the play.   

In Chapter Five I apply the abovementioned steps on Ham., exploring characters’ 

experienced reality, which is developed from their perceptions of space. I have shown that 

Shakespeare, through the intimation of chosen features and materials, creates an expressive 

castle that partakes actively in presaging danger as well as contextualizing events.  Also, I 

have shown that he is capable of exploiting imaginatively the form and function of 

architecture when organizing actions in or around buildings.  I have compared how rooms in 

castles have been creatively ‘spatialized’ or morphed by Shakespeare for dramatic, artistic 

purposes, showing the adaptable nature of his imaginative conceptualization of buildings. 

Furthermore, I have demonstrated that his careful planning of characters’ movements through 

building layouts results in focussed activities, the generated spatial sequence helping to move 

forward the plays’ narration. Significantly, in the process of following events that require 

spatial awareness, scenes of characters’ states of mind or their heightened emotions leave a 

strong impression in our mind.  This chapter therefore reinforces the idea that characters’ 
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emotions, together with contextualized scenes as well as the sense of movement, play an 

important part in the construction of reality perceived by characters.  

In Chapter Six, I drew together the discussions in Chapter One through Five about 

depicted built forms to try to show the versatility and creativity of Shakespeare’s architectural 

concepts.  I demonstrated that Shakespeare attaches themes and actions creatively to ideas 

pertaining to architectural form and practice, thereby empowering him to create distinctive 

forms of rhetoric for the dramatic purposes of contextualization, foreshadowing, 

exaggeration, characterization as well as the creation of different types of irony. I offered the 

following as a means to consider his strategies: the functional, symbolic and simultaneous use 

of architecture. The functional mode relates to the representation of space for the introduction 

of locations, characters, and for plausibility of actions. In this mode of deployment, created 

space serves as setting that establishes scenes of stories, focuses on characters’ movements, 

clarifies events, develops characters, and forwards narration.  The symbolic mode refers to 

the exploration of meaning through associating architectural forms, functions and 

contemporary architectural practice.  Often, Shakespeare’s symbolic representation of 

architecture takes the form of verbal simulations of atmospheric conditions for buildings, 

generating a range of architectural, environmental imagery in order to create moods and 

atmospheres.  Such a technique is analogous to the notion of architectural rendering, which is 

the art of adding to a proposed building design the effects of lighting, foreground and 

background, using mediums such as watercolour/markers or computer graphics so as to make 

proposed buildings appear appealing to clients.  We may regard Shakespearean buildings in 

the plays as a human face, from which the architectural term, ‘façade’ is derived, and which 

is a useful term for describing Shakespearean architectural idea. The face is capable of many 

expressions.  The feeling of uncertainty or fear, for example may be expressed by facial 

signals -- wrinkled nose and widened eyes -- of the ‘building blocks.’ So too, this chapter has 

shown, a number of dramatic themes as well as feelings and emotions as well as attitudes and 

beliefs have been effectively conveyed by Shakespeare through drawing attention to 

architectural ‘building blocks.’  Lastly, the simultaneous use of architecture creates 

functional, realistic space, which at the same time carries symbolism.  In this mode of 

representation, Shakespeare integrates architecture with dramatic action. The superimposition 

of scenes and themes make rooms stand out in an assumed way, drawing attention to the 

action itself.  This mode of expression helps to make his drama achieve a wide range of 

figurative intents: exaggeration, parodies, satires, and dramatic ironies. 
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These chapters are therefore intrinsically concerned with architecture: both of created 

built forms as objects and their purposive ‘rendering.’  I have addressed the research 

questions and planned outcomes formulated in the Introduction: to expand the knowledge 

about architectural creation in Shakespeare’s plays and to illustrate the ways in which an 

architectural lens might prove insightful for the criticism of Shakespeare’s plays. 

The contribution of my research to Shakespeare studies may be evaluated by the new 

discoveries it has made concerning architecture as a formerly underused tool to analyze 

Shakespeare’s plays.  Dramatic interpretation is connected with the material presence of the 

stage, and the staging of Shakespeare’s plays may benefit if it can consider the relationship 

between stage convention and extra-theatricality or the similarity between stage production 

and the life-likeness of enacted situations.  The staging, teaching and learning of Shakespeare 

also may benefit by engaging with buildings and contemporary architectural practice as an 

approach to the understanding of Shakespeare’s allusion to domestic space.  In this way, an 

interdisciplinary method is introduced, which promotes and increases student engagement.  

The thesis’ contribution may also be measured by its contribution to Material Culture Studies 

which centres upon different kinds of material objects by adding architectural form and 

function relating to the country house to the extra-theatrical content.  I have shown that the 

thesis’s exploration on the role of the architectural contents may lead to a richer 

understanding of the way Shakespeare’s architectural representation operates materially and 

conceptually for the portrayal of particular geographies in the plays. Lastly, I have also 

contributed original architecture-based knowledge to Shakespeare’s possible sources of 

inspiration in various architectural scenes/expressions in his plays.  These sources include 

New Place (Petruccio’s residence in Shr and various allusions in Rom.), Winchester’s estate 

(Angelo’s house in MM), and the wattle-and-daub construction (in Quince’s depiction of the 

proposed garden setting for his play in MND). 

The achievement of this research is therefore manifold.  For those of us who are not 

trained in spatial production, conducting a fluid, spatial imagination may be very arduous.  

Yet, as I have already shown, working out room spaces and directions of flow in an attempt 

to reconstruct invoked households is a useful process.  My own reconstruction for Macbeth’s 

houses and various other physical spaces are a starting point for an exploration of living in 

country houses that I believe Shakespeare has offered for our understanding. Also, examining 

buildings and architectural practice alongside dramatic texts and biography, this project’s 

different perspectives increase the relevance of interdisciplinary approach for the 
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interpretation of dramatic action.  At the same time, it also increases the value of architecture 

as a subject for the exploration of Shakespeare’s drama.  In this connection, the Shakespeare 

Birthplace Trust, in its active role of managing, providing access and preserving 

Shakespearean buildings to promote the works, life and times of Shakespeare, has enabled 

me to engage with a considerable amount of architectural information for the examined texts.  

This project thus also in a way increases the value of the architectural preservation of the 

Trust as a scholarly resource.  I have gathered a wide range of architectural information from 

the Trust’s archives, applying them in this thesis to improve our knowledge on Shakespeare’s 

architectural encounter and creation. Therefore, the Trust may in turn find my research 

content useful in its commitment of engaging Shakespeare’s buildings for the advancement of 

his knowledge. 

Although only few fresh sources have been recovered, I have been able to apply their 

architectural information to selected scenes in plays. I was thus able to reimagine a number of 

external and internal spatial scenes with particular buildings as a point of reference as well as 

suggest innovative ways of reconstructing architectural scenes for the plays. For example, in 

the analysis MM, I suggested that the scene depicting Isabella’s planned route to Angelo’s 

house in Act 4, Scene 1 may be reconstructed with reference to Winchester’s estate in 

Southwark.  I did not claim that Shakespeare planned the architectural scene based on the 

layout of these estates, but rather pointed out that his possible encounter with these estates, 

when brought to bear upon the semblances, may enable us to explore dramatic actions and 

setting of the scene more precisely.  In my view, a similar method of architectural exploration 

can be applied in more detail to more scenes in his plays. 

Although I have attempted to capture as many actual buildings as I could that had 

been erected in Shakespeare’s time, I do not claim that the inspected buildings mentioned in 

this thesis comprise Shakespeare’s entire background in architecture.  Also, even though I 

have tried to reconstruct as many ‘building blocks’ as possible, I have only covered a part of 

Shakespeare’s architectural references. Many alluded individual rooms and features as well 

as their connotations, e.g. those relating to the kitchens of country houses, including the 

larder, the pantry and the buttery, have not been adequately explored due to the thesis’ 

allowed space. My narrowing of scope focussing only on specific buildings and certain 

aspects of architecture reflects the broad and diverse architectural scope as a field of 

investigation.  Yet more importantly perhaps for this thesis, it at the same time helps to 

explain the thesis’ intention, which is to open up a conversation -- through providing relevant 
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architectural information and materials -- about investigating buildings in Shakespeare’s texts 

as a platform for the exploration and research into Shakespearean sense of architecture.   

The term ‘topomorphology,’ which emphasizes an engagement with the distribution 

of physical composition or ‘tissues’ that highlight the nature, form and function of examined 

structures is useful in the analysis of Shakespeare’s architectural presentation. These ‘tissues’ 

comprise not only rooms and their physical features, architectural aesthetics and open spaces, 

but also related human activities. I have demonstrated that Shakespeare invoked architectural 

images repeatedly using key physical elements of architecture in order to generate human 

responses and portray human activities.  More spatial and architectural allusions may be 

included for examination in order to expand the list of architectural samples for a more 

thorough ‘torpomorphological’ analysis of Shakespeare’s buildings. 

As mentioned earlier, I have illustrated in Mac., and to a lesser extent in Ham., an 

affinity between Shakespeare’s architectural scheme to build up the plays’ sense of household 

and the principles and procedure practised by architects. I have discussed in these two plays, 

Shakespeare’s artifice in creating architectural environments for the purpose of shaping the 

plays’ overall atmosphere and quality of deception and surveillance.  Unfortunately, due to 

space constraints, only the architectural representation of two plays (Mac. and Ham.) have 

been explored in relationship to the plays’ overall structure although I have attempted to 

analyze specific images in his other plays. In addition, many identified architectural spaces, 

such as the arras space, have also not been cross-referenced against Shakespeare’s other plays 

(e.g. arras also appears in Cym., 2.2.26 and Wiv, 3.3.69). Nevertheless, my thesis showed, at 

least for these two plays, that Shakespeare actively lays out architectural spaces, creating 

forms of imagery drawn from country houses. I believe more scenes could be investigated 

regarding Shakespeare’s engagement with architecture in order to gain a better understanding 

of the role architectural ‘design’ and planning might play in shaping his dramatic themes and 

actions. 

I also believe that future research and exploration into Shakespeare’s architectural 

language by investigating more buildings associated with Shakespeare may be beneficial.  As 

I illustrated in this thesis, several houses that have been identified -- Winchester’s house, the 

town house at Silver Street, New Place and Blackfriars -- are potentially useful sites for the 

exploration of architectural scenes of Shakespeare’s plays.  I believe that by putting forward 
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more particulars of relevant buildings for examination alongside texts, a clearer, more 

pertinent reconstruction of space and actions may be attained for Shakespeare’s plays. 

Finally, I acknowledge that I have only examined and compared architectural usage 

within Shakespeare’s oeuvre.  I recognize the benefits of comparing Shakespeare’s 

architectural strategy with that of other early modern English playwrights for a better 

understanding of his method of architectural delivery. To enhance this understanding, further 

research could benefit by comparing Shakespeare’s architectural rhetoric with that of his 

contemporaries.  In my view, the broad outline that I have formulated in Chapter Six in order 

to define Shakespearean representation may serve as an entry point for the future evaluation 

of different methods of engagement with architecture by Shakespeare. 
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