
IN THE LAST twenty years many historicist
and materialist studies have examined early
modern forms of representation as cultural
production, but little attention has been paid
to how the medium through which cultural
discourses are transmitted affects the mean-
ings disseminated by and constructed in
them. Recent scholarship on the ‘materiality
of the text’ has tried to remedy this critical
lacuna by suggesting how the physical form
of the printed book – its layout, material
composition, and processes of production –
actively constructed meaning rather than
merely transmitting it.1

But in the case of dramatic texts, the initial
physical form was not the printed book. If
the plays operated in their own historical
moment primarily as performed pieces, then
how were they performed, and how did the
medium of performance itself affect the cul-
tural attitudes and discourses articulated in
them?

Scholars frequently use examples from the
plays of Shakespeare and his contemporaries
as evidence of early modern social attitudes
and practices, but interpreting these refer-

ences without considering the impact of per-
formance can skew our perceptions of the
cultural landscape. In this essay I map out
the contours of the medium of performance
by considering the elements that might have
been privileged in the dramaturgy of early
modern public theatres. 

Not all moments in plays were created
equal. Which ones might have been author-
ized by the dynamics of performance? Which
ones might have been foregrounded in an
early modern audience member’s playgoing
experience? To explore such questions, I take
as my starting point Robert Weimann’s old
but still enormously influential concepts of
locus and platea. I suggest both the ways his
formulation is useful and the ways it needs
to be revised. Then, focusing, as Weimann
does, primarily on Shakespeare’s plays, I pro-
pose an alternative model for understanding
the authority of performance in early modern
drama. 

Theorizing theatrical privilege lays the
groundwork for new modes of interdiscip-
linary investigation: cultural history and liter-
ary criticism could be strengthened by taking
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into account the dynamics of the perform-
ance medium, and performance scholarship
and theatre history could be enriched by con-
sidering the circulation of cultural attitudes
and practices.

Weimann’s View of Locus and Platea

In his theory first laid out in Shakespeare and
the Popular Tradition in the Theater Robert
Weimann argues that the dramaturgy of the
Renaissance public theatre derived from
popular traditions of medieval stagecraft.2

He identifies two key locations on the stage,
each embodying a specific mode of perfor-
mance and serving as a particular expression
of social authority. 

The locus was ‘a scaffold, be it a domus, sedes,
or throne’ and was the playing area that was
most distant from the audience.3 Associated
with it was ‘a rudimentary element of veri-
similitude’ and the representation of ‘fixed,
symbolic locations’.4

By constrast, the platea was a ‘platform-
like acting area’ situated closest to the audi-
ence. On the platea ‘the play world continue[d]
to be frankly treated as a theatrical dimen-
sion of the real world’, and this non-illusion-
istic mode of performance corresponded to
‘unlocalized’ or ‘neutral’ space.5

Each of these locations was further associ-
ated with a particular place in the social hier-
archy:

As a rule, it was the more highly ranked persons
who sat on the scaffolds: God the father, the ‘King’
in The Pride of Life, Decius (enthroned as in the
Fouquet miniature). Significantly, while some high-
born members of the audience were also seated
on these scaffolds, or at any rate on neighbouring
scaffolds, the ordinary public stood crowded below
in the champ. This was the case in The Castle of Per-
severance: the noble ‘syrys semly’ sat at the sides of
the scaffolds while the simple ‘wytis’ were in the
‘pleyn place’, that is, in the middle of the green or
field. It was among these simple folk, or in front of
them, that soldiers and serfs, the shouting mes-
senger of ‘N-town’, and of course the devil, grim-
acing ‘in the most orryble wyse’ (465–6), played
their parts.6

For Weimann, ‘the proximity between actor
and audience was not only a physical con-
dition, it was at once the foundation and the

expression of a specific artistic endeavour’.7

Servants, clowns, and other platea characters
shared the low social rank of plebeian spec-
tators. Their physical closeness to audience
members simultaneously expressed these
social affinities and promoted interactivity
between playgoers and performers. Kings
and other high-born figures in the locus were
both physically and socially removed from
that sphere. 

The physical distance and social exclusi-
vity of the locus discouraged actor–audience
exchanges and led to greater dramatic iso-
lation. The elite, rhetorical knowledge of the
locus was balanced by the platea’s assertion of
the plebeian audience’s ‘collective under-
standing of the world . . . rooted in the com-
mon experience and inherited traditions of
the people’, a ‘viable alternative’ or ‘counter-
perspective’ to the ‘main or state view of
things’.8

Particularly striking about Weimann’s
formulation is the way in which it inverts
expectations about theatrical authority. Even
though locus characters had high social status
within the fictional world of the play, the
interactivity of the platea meant that charac-
ters with little social authority were, in fact,
more theatrically privileged.9

The widespread influence of Weimann’s
work can be seen in the now commonplace
assumptions that soliloquies were spoken in
the downstage area of the platform and that
clowns and Vice figures were popular be-
cause of their highly interactive engagement
with the audience. A quick look at a number
of critical conversations suggests the impact
of Weimann’s work on a variety of different
fields. Introductory texts geared to under-
graduates regularly draw on Weimann’s
concepts. For example, in Theory/Theatre: an
Introduction Mark Fortier notes that ‘upstage
is mainly a place for authoritative pronounce-
ments’ whereas ‘the lip of the stage is a place
for characters to become informal and
intimate with the lower-class audience’.10 In
Shakespeare’s Theatre Peter Thomson remarks
that:

the distinction between downstage and upstage
at the Globe defines the relationship of the actor
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and his audience. . . . Whilst King Lear remains
regal, he will keep his distance, but the experience
of the heath can carry him down to the edges and
corners of the platform, where the Fool and
Clown will always be at ease.11

Weimann’s work has also had an impact on
theatre practitioners and performance critics.
In his lengthy history of Shakespeare pro-
ductions in Germany, Wilhelm Hortmann
devotes an entire chapter to East German
theatre during the 1960s and 1970s. He des-
cribes Weimann’s Shakespeare and the Popular
Tradition in the Theater as, ‘after Brecht, the
greatest single influence on Shakespeare
stagings in East Germany at the time’.12 More
recently, in analyzing the 1997 Rylance/
Olivier production of Henry V at the new
Globe, Yu Jin Ko draws on Weimann’s theo-
ries in order to explain the interplay of
subversion and containment in modern per-
formance.13 Teachers, students, and all those
engaged in producing and critiquing con-
temporary theatre have alike been affected
by Weimann’s work.

The Many Debts to Weimann

Literary scholars, especially those engaged in
materialist and historicist criticism, have also
been drawn to Weimann. Focusing less on
his theories of theatre and more on his
analysis of cultural authority, these critics
foreground the platea as a space of resistance
to established social hierarchies. In their
introduction to Staging the Renaissance David
Scott Kastan and Peter Stallybrass stress that
‘cultures should . . . be seen less as bounded
wholes than as articulations of uneven tem-
poralities and contradictory discursive prac-
tices’. Citing Weimann’s work as an example
of this critical approach, they note that ‘popu-
lar staging practices . . . regularly shift the
action between an upstage locus and a down-
stage plataea [sic] and thus continually dis-
place the dominant aristocratic ideology,
submitting its postures and assumptions to
the interrogation of clowns and commoners’.14

Anticipating Weimann’s own emphasis in
Author’s Pen and Actor’s Voice, Richard Hel-
gerson connects these ideological concerns

with issues of orality and literacy: the platea,
he suggests, ‘belongs to the actor’ and func-
tions as 

a space given over to unauthorized speech and
action. In this respect the author’s perspective
was shared by the state. . . . The unitary voice of
the author and the unitary voice of the state
would gladly combine to exclude the clown’s dis-
ruptive and discordant improvisation.15

Jean Howard and Phyllis Rackin find the
ideological implications of Weimann’s work
valuable for feminist interpretations of Shake-
speare’s plays. In discussing women’s roles
in Richard III they note that ‘ennobled’ female
characters move ‘into the privileged locus of
hegemonic representation’, which simulta-
neously ‘subsumes them into the patriarchal
project of that representation and distances
them from the present theatre audience’.16

For all these historicist scholars, the platea
embodies the subversive potential of popular
performance. Because of Weimann’s engage-
ment with questions of authority, his work
has been particularly useful to scholars con-
cerned with the ideological implications of
Renaissance drama. As Louis Montrose
remarks, ‘dialectical, historicist, and materi-
alist work has become central to the study of
Shakespeare in the United States and Britain
since the publication of Shakespeare and the
Popular Tradition in the Theater; and such
work – including mine – has been enabled by
the critical perspective announced and exem-
plified in Weimann’s landmark book’.17

A major strength of Weimann’s work,
then, is its ability to bring together perform-
ance concerns with literary criticism and cul-
tural history. Many scholars have explored
the material and social contexts surrounding
early modern theatre as a cultural institu-
tion.18 Others have analyzed the plays of
Shakespeare and his contemporaries from
more theoretical or stage-centred perspec-
tives.19 However, while spectacle and ‘theat-
ricality’ have been examined in relation to
ideology, few materialist and historicist critics
have engaged substantively with the work of
theatre historians.20

As W. B. Worthen notes, ‘actual stage per-
formance’ is frequently omitted from new
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historicist projects that aim to situate drama
‘within the discourses of cultural life’:
‘whether by design or by default, literary
criticism of the drama tends to assign the
textualities of performance to the subjective
caprice of the actor’s freedom’.21 Perform-
ance criticism, on the other hand, suffers
from its own unique blindspots. Stage-
centred scholarship on Renaissance drama
has traditionally imagined performance as ‘a
way to recover meanings intrinsic to the
text’,22 and reconstructions of early modern
stagecraft are often intended to illuminate
literary ‘themes’. Moreover, few historians of
early modern theatre regularly incorporate
the theoretical insights and challenges to
positivist historiography that are such cen-
tral tenets of new historicism.

Weimann’s work very usefully bridges the
gap between materialist-historicist literary
criticism and performance-oriented critiques
and histories. In his initial discussion of locus
and platea in Shakespeare and the Popular
Tradition in the Theater, Weimann combined
‘literary’ close-reading techniques with his-
torical inquiry in order to explore the differ-
ent linguistic registers constituting early
English dramaturgy. His more recent book
complicates his own earlier emphasis on the
verbal aspects of plays and draws more
extensively on poststructuralist theory and
historicist methodologies.23

Such an integrated approach has impor-
tant implications for current and future inter-
disciplinary scholarship. Most historicist
scholars focus primarily on the verbal aspects
of plays at the expense of more evanescent
aspects of theatre. Attention, therefore, often
centres on the fictional worlds represented
within plays, rather than on the strategies
through which those worlds are created.
Limiting investigations in this way empha-
sizes elite, verbal ways of knowing the world
while effacing less textually oriented forms
of cultural production. The resulting research
may inadvertantly reproduce class hierar-
chies even when intended to critique them.24

Moreover, ignoring the impact of perfor-
mance practices on the transmission of cul-
tural discourses can lead to fundamental
misinterpretations of the original effects of

those discourses. Scholars who examine, say,
the discourse of empire, a useful and neces-
sary topic of investigation, might focus on
plays that depict travel or racialized ‘others’.
However, statements by a locus character
about empire would have had a different
impact on early modern playgoers from state-
ments on the same subject by a platea char-
acter. Focusing on the non-verbal aspects of
plays and on the relationship between actors
and audience members allows us to take into
account not only what occurs within the
fictional story but also the means by which
that representation was effected. Combining
stage-centred criticism with materialist and
historicist concerns can yield more nuanced
accounts of cultural practices and of the ways
in which performance shaped such practices.
Weimann’s methodology points the way to
such fruitful avenues for interdisciplinary
collaboration.

Issues of Stage Geography

So far I have focused primarily on the posi-
tive values of Weimann’s work. I would like
to turn now to one of its more problematic
aspects. Although Weimann himself has
repeatedly emphasized the ‘fluidity’ of early
modern dramaturgy and its capacity to ‘sus-
tain . . . both illusionistic and nonillusionistic
effects’ at the same time,25 scholars who
appropriate the concepts of locus and platea
sometimes apply distinctions of stage geog-
raphy too literally. This critical tendency is
especially apparent when Weimann’s work
is cited only in passing. In such cases the
upstage–downstage dichotomy is often pre-
sented as central to the definition of locus and
platea.26

But even studies more deeply engaged
with Weimann’s work tend to reduce his
theory to a rather binary schematic. Michael
Mooney, for instance, in his ‘well-focused
study’, 27 applies Weimann’s ‘complex idea of
Figurenposition (or “figural positioning”)’ to
Shakespeare’s tragedies.28 Although Mooney
admits that ‘a character did not have to move,
literally, in order to create a shift in Figuren-
position’, his investment in ‘the “traditional
interplay” between a downstage place (or
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platea) and an upstage location (or locus)’29

means that the spatial component of Wei-
mann’s formulation still figures very promi-
nently throughout his work.

This tendency to foreground Weimann’s
upstage–downstage distinction might be
attributed in part to the dearth of adequate
terminology for describing certain drama-
turgical dynamics. In studies of early English
drama, spatial metaphors have long been used
to describe the phenomenology of theatre.
As early as 1944, S. L. Bethell asserted that: 

deliberate emphasis upon the unreality of the
play world . . . reinforces the double conscious-
ness of play world and real world, and at the same
time . . . distances the play as play and produces
intimacy with the audience for the actor as actor
rather than as character.30

Spatial terminology has often been applied
rather loosely; Weimann’s use, by contrast, is
highly specific. In grounding the immaterial,
evanescent dynamics of performance in the
concrete terminology of physical space, his
use of locus and platea offers an appealing
alternative to such slippery dramaturgical
concepts as ‘ironic distance’ and ‘dramatic
intimacy’.

Emphasis on the spatial aspect of Wei-
mann’s theory might also derive from the
centrality of the ‘fourth wall’ as an interpre-
tive paradigm. When Weimann posits a
‘difference between the imaginary landscape
inscribed in the story and the physical, tan-
gible site of its production’, and argues that
drama could ‘constitute at best an “indif-
ferent boundary” between them’,31 he is re-
inscribing the barrier which separates actors
and playgoers even as he is arguing for its
permeability. The upstage locus is associated
with ‘Romantic obsession with character’,
the downstage platea with the breaking of
theatrical illusion.32

Weimann’s most recent study, co-authored
with Douglas Bruster, exhibits similar critical
tendencies when it describes prologues as
‘interactive, liminal, boundary-breaking enti-
ties’ that help usher audience members across
the ‘threshold’ between the world of the
playhouse and the world of the play.33 In
Weimann’s work the locus constructs an invi-

sible line separating actors from spectators
whereas the platea dissolves it, but the onto-
logical status of that line remains unchanged.
The stress placed upon the spatial component
of Weimann’s theory is encouraged by the
pervasiveness of this conceptual paradigm.

Reading the locus as ‘upstage’ and the platea
as ‘downstage’ is also particularly appealing
because it transposes alien, medieval notions
of space onto architectural forms more fami-
liar to modern playgoers. The OED’s first
recorded use of the word upstage is from 1870,
and downstage does not emerge until 1898.
These terms grew out of the architectural
specificities of proscenium-arch theatres. The
rear, elevated portion of a raked platform
stage might appropriately be referred to as
‘upstage’, but this same word cannot be
applied with any degree of rigour to early
modern playhouses. 

The Changing Visual Paradigms

We might imagine that ‘upstage’ in the
Renaissance public theatre was closer to the
façade and that to move ‘downstage’ was to
walk between the posts to the ‘front’ edge of
the platform closest to the standing spectators
in the yard. However, such an imaginary re-
construction is based on our own visual para-
digms and conceptions of theatre. Modern
theatres are constructed around sightlines.
Audience members with the best vantage
points for viewing a performance – that is,
those in box seats or in the centre stalls – are
charged the highest prices. Early modern
playhouses functioned under a very dif-
ferent set of cultural assumptions. 

At the reconstructed Globe today, seats
are ‘priced according to visibility’.34 Tickets
for the front row of the lowest gallery across
the yard from the stage are £29 each – the
most expensive category of seats in the house.
In the Renaissance those seats were some-
times ‘associated rather with the standers in
the yard’35 and were much less desirable
than the ‘Lords’ Rooms’, which are priced at
only £25 today. The fact that the Lords’
Rooms in the original Globe should now be
considered less desirable than the ‘twopenny
galleries’ suggests something of the gap
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between modern and early modern concep-
tions of theatre. If we take such differences
into account, dispensing with the upstage–
downstage aspect of Weimann’s formulation
seems more and more appropriate.

Andrew Gurr has attempted to revise the
spatial component of Weimann’s theory by
rearticulating locus and platea in terms of
centre and periphery: ‘The official speakers
stood in the centre, while the commentators
and clowns prowled around the flanks.’ In
Richard III, he argues, the title character,
‘crouching at the stage edge and speaking in
soliloquy to the crowd at his feet’ at the
beginning of the play, eventually moves ‘to
occupy the centre of the stage’ when he be-
comes king.36

However, replacing the upstage–down-
stage binary with a centre–periphery model
does little to address the problem of physical
proximity. Given the shape and layout of
Renaissance amphitheatres, it is difficult to
know how to define ‘proximity’ at all. In the
early modern playhouse, where there was
seating in the galleries as well as in the yard,
the ‘above’ portion of the stage and area of
the main platform closest to the façade
would have been closer to some audience
members than the so-called ‘downstage’ area
traditionally assigned to the platea. Audience
members were also distributed horizontally,
surrounding the thrust stage on three – or
sometimes even four – sides. 

The stage at the Fortune was about 43 feet
wide, and the dimensions at the Globe were
probably similar. The stage at the Rose was
just a bit smaller – 36 feet 9 inches at its
widest, tapering to about 26 feet 10 inches
at the front.37 Given both the horizontal and
the vertical distribution of playgoers, being
closer to some audience members meant
being significantly farther from others. Actors
located in what we might describe today as
‘downstage left’ would be significantly ‘up-
stage’ when seen from the perspective of
spectators at ‘stage right’. Even if one might
make a sociological argument for the overall
dramaturgical unity of the audience’s res-
ponse, one cannot make a very convincing
case for the unity of their literal physical
locations. Defining locus and platea in terms

of the distance between performers and spec-
tators becomes very problematic.

Shakespeare’s Use of Space

I have been focusing here on stage geog-
raphy not because Weimann’s theory can be
reduced merely to its spatial component, but
because exploring this aspect of his work
suggests useful avenues for reconceptual-
izing the performance medium. I would like
to turn now to an examination of some speci-
fic examples from Shakespeare’s plays. In
analyzing these scenes, I will begin with the
use of stage space and its implications for
locus and platea. My ultimate goal, however,
is to map out an alternative model for
theorizing theatrical performance. A fresh
consideration of Weimann’s formulation can,
I hope, yield a more precise understanding
of the elements that might have been privi-
leged by the medium of performance in early
modern England.

In Act IV, Scene v of King Lear, when Edgar
leads the blind Gloucester to the cliffs of
Dover, Edgar speaks to the audience directly
in numerous asides but Gloucester does not.
Weimann argues that the platea is the site of
actor–audience interaction, so his theory must
assign Edgar to the platea and Gloucester to
the locus. However, is Edgar actually physic-
ally closer to the audience? The scene requires
him to be right next to Gloucester as he leads
him – perhaps they are physically touching.
At one point, Gloucester says to Edgar, ‘Set
me where you stand’ (TLN 2460; IV, v, 24),38

suggesting that at this particular moment
Gloucester will quite literally stand in the
same location on the stage as Edgar. Al-
though Gloucester is ‘in’ the locus and Edgar
is ‘in’ the platea, both occupy the same space
on the platform stage.

In All’s Well That Ends Well, when Parolles
is ‘ambushed’ by his fellow soldiers and
made to think he has been captured by the
enemy, the spatial aspect of locus and platea
also fails in interesting ways. Upon entering
the scene (TLN 1936; IV, i, 22), Parolles speaks
directly to the audience in soliloquy – which,
according to Weimann’s formulation, should
bring him closer to the audience both in his
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stage location and in his connection with the
audience. 

However, Parolles’s soliloquy is continu-
ally interrupted by the Second Lord’s asides.
These asides might be addressed either to the
audience or to the other soldiers. If add-
ressed to the audience, we might interpret
the Second Lord and Parolles as dramatur-
gically parallel. Both share the same degree
of intimacy with playgoers since both speak
directly to audience. Both are therefore located
in the theatrically privileged platea. But the
scene requires that Parolles be unable to see
the Second Lord. His back must be towards
the Second Lord and the other soldiers, and
his face must be towards the audience. The
most obvious way to stage this scene is to
place the Second Lord next to the playhouse
façade and Parolles next to the edge of the
stage. 

In this scene from All’s Well That Ends
Well, two characters residing in the platea are
situated in different locations on the stage.
In the episode from King Lear, Edgar and
Gloucester, two characters with differing deg-
rees of theatrical authority, are positioned in
the same location on the stage. Not only is
there no correlation between theatrical autho-
rity and stage geography in these two scenes,
but the dynamics of performance run directly
counter to Weimann’s theory.

Of course, there is another way to imagine
the scene from All’s Well That Ends Well. All
the actors could be located near the edges of
the stage. Parolles might be, say, ‘downstage
left’, facing the audience on that side of the
playhouse. The Second Lord and his soldiers
would be located on the opposite end of the
platform – what we might call ‘downstage
right’. Such a configuration would support
Weimann’s formulation: both Parolles and
the Second Lord are in the platea, and both
are equidistant from the audience. 

However, when Parolles is blindfolded by
the other soldiers (TLN 1980; IV, i, 61), he
seems to move out of the platea and into the
locus. This shift takes place both dramatur-
gically (he no longer speaks directly to the
audience) and physically (because his back
need not be facing the others, he may now be
placed farther away from the edge of the

stage). Yet, at least initially, one of the sol-
diers must be physically touching Parolles in
order to blindfold him. As in the scene with
Edgar and Gloucester, even though the loca-
tion of the two characters onstage is essenti-
ally the same, their dramaturgical dynamics
are not equivalent. When the soldiers return
again with Parolles in Act IV, Scene iii,
Parolles is blindfolded. Regardless of where
he stands, he cannot see the other characters.
Both he and the other characters may now be
situated anywhere on the stage, and there are
no further textual clues about these locations.
In both these scenes spatial distinctions bet-
ween locus and platea are complicated by the
dynamics of spectatorship.

Indeed, the issue of sight throws quite a
wrench into the works. In scenes such as the
ones I have just been discussing, in order to
watch the locus character without being seen,
the platea character must be either literally
‘upstage’ (that is, closer to the façade) or
effectively ‘upstage’ for part of the audience
(that is, the platea character will be farthest
from playgoers who are directly in front of
the locus character). Furthermore, in scenes
where one character is blind, the need for
that character to be touched (here, led or
blindfolded) means that locus–platea spatial
distinctions cannot be literalized since two
characters will, at least momentarily, inhabit
the same part of the stage.39

The Dynamics of Sight and Sound

Although it is clear that we cannot correlate
dramaturgical authority with Weimann’s
ideas about stage space, scenes that contra-
dict Weimann’s theory in these ways also
suggest some useful directions for revising
the concepts of locus and platea. I want to turn
now to a closer examination of the dynamics
of spectatorship. From hereon in, I will use
the terms locus and platea without implying
any spatial considerations but rather as short-
hand to indicate the dramaturgical dynamics
that Weimann associates with each term.

In Shakespeare and the Popular Tradition in
the Theater, when Weimann discusses Act V,
Scene ii of Troilus and Cressida, he seems to
admit that spectatorship is an important fac-
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tor in locus and platea. In this scene ‘Cressida’s
meeting with Diomedes is watched from a dis-
tance by Troilus and Ulysses, who likewise
are being watched by Thersites’.40 Thersites,
Weimann argues, is more in the platea than
the other characters because he ‘acts from a
more nearly neutralized place where he can
watch and hear the others but cannot be
watched or heard by them’.41 In his more
recent work Weimann again points to the
importance of the visual for the dramaturgy
of this scene:

In the performed event, certain characters, such
as Cressida and Diomed [sic], represent a fairly
self-contained action, presumably in front of the
locus provided by Calchas’s tent. At the same time,
there is at least one performer who, not being
‘lost’ in the representation, presents it and, through
the ‘abuse of distance’ (Henry V, II, o, 32), views it
in perspective. In doing so, the player playing
Thersites remains unobserved and is not over-
heard by these characters or, for that matter, those
intermediate personages, Troilus and Ulysses, who
hide and watch.42

Both in his earlier and in his more recent book
Weimann’s reading of this scene highlights
certain implicit aspects of his formulation.
Stage geography, social legitimacy, and actor–
audience interactivity are not the only im-
portant factors; locus and platea are also deter-
mined by whether a character is watching or
being watched. 

In King Lear, then, Edgar is more in the
platea than Gloucester not only because Edgar
interacts more with the audience but also
because Gloucester is blind, and Edgar can
see. Edgar can observe Gloucester but can-
not, in turn, be seen by him. In All’s Well That
Ends Well the Second Lord is more in the
platea because he sees Parolles but cannot be
seen himself. In both of these episodes the
dramaturgical implications of spectatorship
are literalized through the presentation of
blind or blindfolded characters. However,
the same dynamics apply in scenes that do
not involve physically impaired vision – in
Twelfth Night, for instance, when Sir Toby, Sir
Andrew, and Fabian spy on Malvolio read-
ing the letter (Act II, Scene v), and in Love’s
Labour’s Lost, when each of the four lords bet-
rays his love for one of the ladies of France

and then hides to observe the next confession
(Act IV, Scene iii).

Weimann’s discussion of the scene from
Troilus and Cressida suggests that sound also
contributes to the locus–platea dynamic: it is
important that Thersites can neither be seen
nor heard. In King Lear, because Edgar’s
asides cannot be heard by Gloucester, he
does indeed seem to be more situated in the
platea. In All’s Well That Ends Well, even if the
Second Lord’s asides are addressed to the
other onstage characters and not directly to
the audience, he can hear Parolles but cannot
be heard himself and is, therefore, located in
the platea. Likewise, the comments of Toby,
Andrew, and Fabian to one another from the
box tree and Berowne, the King, and Longa-
ville’s asides to the audience all situate them
more in the platea than the object of their
observations. 

A Different Kind of Privileging

What is particularly interesting is that, in all
these cases, the dynamics of sight and sound
seem to take precedence not only over
upstage–downstage distinctions, but also over
the privileges granted to actor–audience inter-
activity. In other words, even if the character
being watched and heard communicates
directly with the audience in the tradition of
the platea – as does Malvolio in Twelfth Night,
each successive lord in Love’s Labour’s Lost,
and Parolles in All’s Well That Ends Well – that
character still functions as a locus character.
Being watched and heard apparently puts
one in the locus. In the dynamics of sight and
sound, it seems that platea characters are the
active doers of the action, and locus char-
acters are the passive receivers of the action.
The difference between platea and locus in
theatrical practice is the difference between
subject and object.

Or is it? Act II, Scene iii of Much Ado About
Nothing raises some interesting questions.
Here, the gulling of Benedick positions him
as the one who watches and hears the other
men. In the corresponding women’s scene
(Act III, Scene i), the same dynamics apply to
Beatrice. On the surface these two scenes
appear to be the reverse of the others I have
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been discussing: the person being gulled is
the one who hides and watches. Beatrice and
Benedick are the active ‘subjects’; the char-
acters on whom they eavesdrop are the pas-
sive ‘objects’. However, in both scenes the
people being scrutinized are not only well
aware of their secret observers but have, in
fact, manufactured the situations for the ex-
press purpose of being overseen and over-
heard. Benedick may spy on the Prince,
Claudio, and Leonato, and Beatrice may
eavesdrop on Hero and Ursula, but their
obliviousness to the fact that they, too, are
being observed situates them more firmly in
the locus. 

Awareness of ‘the Gaze’

Modern theories of ‘the gaze’ contend that
the object of the gaze is disempowered; the
privileged subject is the one who is doing the
watching. In the Renaissance theatre, how-
ever, being the object of observation was, in
fact, a powerful position. During spectacles
and pageants, monarchs consolidated their
authority by exposing themselves to the gaze
of their subjects. Status-conscious gallants
sought out the envious glances of those too
poor to afford their finery. In early modern
England being the subject of the gaze was
not necessarily better than being its object.
Merely being watched or heard does not
situate one in the locus; rather, being watched
or heard unawares does.43

So far I have been grouping sight and
sound together as I explore their theatrical
ramifications, and it does seem that in many
cases sound contributes to the dynamics of
locus and platea in precisely the same ways as
sight. In All’s Well That Ends Well Parolles is
situated in the locus as a result of not being
able to ‘look back’, but his locus-like orien-
tation is compounded by his inability to,
shall we say, ‘hear back’. His fellow soldiers
speak an imaginary foreign language to make
Parolles believe they are ‘some band of stran-
gers i’th aduersaries entertainment’ (TLN
1926–7; IV, i, 13–14). 

Indeed, before the Second Lord allows
one of the soldiers to serve as ‘Interpreter’
(TLN 1918; IV, i, 5), he asks whether Parolles

will recognize the soldier’s voice: ‘Art not
acquainted with him? knowes he not thy
voice?’ (TLN 1920–1; 4 IV, i, 7–8). It is only
when the answer comes back in the negative
that the Second Lord agrees to let him serve
as translator. From the locus, Parolles can be
heard, but he does not properly ‘hear back’.
In the scene from King Lear, Gloucester’s
inability to ‘hear back’ also situates him in
the locus. After Gloucester has supposedly
fallen down the precipice, Edgar pretends to
be a passer-by who happens upon the older
man’s body at the base of the cliffs. 

Edgar’s speech patterns here – at least as
they are represented in the playtext – do not
differ noticeably from those earlier in the
scene. Although these lines might have been
inflected differently in performance, such
differences in tone are usually recorded
orthographically in published early modern
playtexts.44 When Edgar speaks to Oswald
towards the end of this same scene, the text
registers a change in his voice as he slips into
and out of ‘peasant’ dialect. 

There is no indication that Gloucester no-
tices any of these inconsistencies. His hear-
ing appears to be just as impaired as his
vision, and this obliviousness positions him
more firmly in the locus. Edgar can look at
Gloucester, but the older man cannot, in
turn, ‘look back’. Edgar hears everything
that Gloucester says, but his father cannot
accurately ‘hear back’.

Voice and Identity

But what does it mean, not to ‘hear back’?
Sound envelops the listener. Rather than
emanating from one particular fixed point,
it comes to the listener from multiple and
indeterminate directions. Whereas the ability
to see is primarily dependent on direction,
the ability to hear is primarily dependent on
distance. ‘Hearing back’ per se is not actually
possible.45 In the scenes from King Lear and
All’s Well That Ends Well, the problem is really
one of mistaken identity: Parolles imagines
he has been kidnapped by the enemy; Glouc-
ester believes that Edgar is poor, mad Tom.
‘Hearing back’, then, might more appropri-
ately be described as the ability to determine
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accurately the relationship between some-
one’s voice and that person’s identity.

In the episode from King Lear, however,
Gloucester not only misidentifies Edgar, but
also mistakenly thinks he is at the cliffs of
Dover. At the beginning of the scene Edgar
asks Gloucester, ‘Hearke, do you heare the
Sea?’ (TLN 2435; IV, v, 4). Not more than
sixteen lines later, Edgar contradicts himself,
saying ‘The murmuring Surge, / That on th’
vnnumbred idle Pebble chafes / Cannot be
heard so high’ (TLN 2455–7; IV, v, 20–2).
Gloucester lets this inconsistency go unre-
marked and blindly trusts (or should I say
‘deafly trusts’?) the beggar who is leading
him. 

The gulling scenes from Much Ado About
Nothing function in a similar way. Benedick
can easily and accurately identify the Prince,
Claudio, and Leonato, while Beatrice has no
trouble recognizing Hero and Ursula, but in
a different sense both characters are unable
to ‘hear back’. Beatrice and Benedick believe
the conversations they overhear are genuine.
They are unable to perceive them for what
they ‘truly’ are – key elements in an elaborate
prank. 

To ‘hear back’, then, not only requires the
ability to determine characters’ identities
correctly, but also rests upon being able to
interpret aural signifiers properly. A consid-
eration of sight and sound has allowed us to
revise how we define locus and platea: the
more accurately characters can relate what
is presented visually or aurally on the stage
to what that presentational element ‘really’
signifies within the theatrical representation,
the more those characters are in the platea.

Constructing Imaginary Space

I return now to the scene from King Lear in
order further to nuance this model of theat-
rical authority. In the episode at the cliffs of
Dover, Edgar misleads Gloucester into think-
ing they are near the precipice by describing
at length what Gloucester cannot see:

Come on Sir,
Heere’s the place: stand still: how fearefull
And dizie ’tis, to cast ones eyes so low,

The Crowes and Choughes, that wing the
midway ayre

Shew scarse so grosse as Beetles. Halfe way
downe

Hangs one that gathers Sampire: dreadfull 
Trade:

Methinkes he seemes no bigger then his head.
The Fishermen, that walk’d vpon the beach
Appeare like Mice: and yond tall Anchoring

Barke,
Diminish’d to her Cocke: her Cocke, a Buoy
Almost too small for sight. The murmuring

Surge,
That on th’vnnumbred idle Pebble chafes
Cannot be heard so high. Ile looke no more,
Least my braine turne, and the deficient sight
Topple downe headlong.

(TLN 2445–59; IV, v, 11–23)46

Here, the platea-like Edgar uses the same
technique to deceive Gloucester that early
modern actors used to create the world of the
play. He constructs imaginary space by desc-
ribing it through words. Gloucester, unaware
of imagined space, seems likewise unaware
of the actual space of the theatre. His oblivi-
ousness both to the actual performance event
and to the representational strategies of real-
life actors is here constrasted with Edgar’s
canny awareness and adept deployment of
theatrical conventions. In foregrounding these
differences, the play grants Edgar more dra-
maturgical authority; it situates him in the
platea.

Theatrical privilege, then, is not only about
the accurate interpretation of aural and visual
signifiers, but is also a function of the way
verbal cues construct imaginary space. We
might, then, revise our model as follows: the
more characters are aware of the playhouse
conventions through which visual, aural, and
verbal cues onstage come to signify within
the represented fiction, the more they are in
the platea.

But what should we make of the end of
this scene? When Lear appears at the cliffs of
Dover, Gloucester demonstrates truly remark-
able hearing abilities. Upon the king’s en-
trance, he first declares, ‘I know that voice’
(TLN 2542; IV, v, 94), and then adds ‘The tricke
of that voyce, I do well remember: / Is’t not
the King?’ (TLN 2552–3; IV, v, 103–4). His
astuteness is surprising: Lear, as far as we
can tell from the playtext, sounds nothing
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like himself at all. The King now sounds mad,
significantly madder than when Gloucester
left him at the end of Act III, Scene vi. This
episode resonates with the beginning of the
scene. When Gloucester declares that he does
not hear the sea, Edgar insists that the older
man’s hearing must be impaired:

Edg. . . . Hearke, do you heare the Sea?
Glou. No truly.
Edg. Why then your other Senses grow 

imperfect
By your eyes anguish.
Glou. So may it be indeed.
Me thinkes thy voyce is alter’d, and thou 

speak’st
In better phrase, and matter then thou did’st.
Edg. Y’are much deceiu’d: In nothing am I 

chang’d
But in my Garments.
Glou. Me thinkes y’are better spoken.

(TLN 2435–44; IV, v, 4–10)

Edgar’s dismissal of his father’s perceptual
abilities only emphasizes the fact that, here at
least, Gloucester hears quite accurately. The
actor playing Edgar no longer adopts the dis-
continuous exclamations of Poor Tom; he does,
in fact, speak ‘in better phrase, and matter’.

Questions of Costuming

The dynamics of voice here intersect with
questions of costuming. When Gloucester no-
tices the change in Edgar’s voice, and Edgar
responds, ‘Y’are much deceiu’d: In nothing
am I chang’d / But in my Garments’ (TLN
2442–3; IV, v, 8–9), Gloucester’s awareness of
Edgar’s vocal shift initially moves the older
man into the platea; but Edgar then trumps
his father by calling attention to his change
in clothing.47 In a theatre that makes exten-
sive use of doubling, switching costumes is
the same as switching characters. In fact,
Edgar has already done so prior to this scene
– and has played on the audience’s uncer-
tainty about it. Jean MacIntyre and Garrett
Epp argue that such ambiguity rarely occurs
in early modern drama:

When a play’s clothing cues are not accurate . . .
the audience can follow the play’s action only if it
is told that already familiar characters wear

changed costumes. . . . Edgar announces his plan
to disguise himself as Poor Tom (in II, iii) several
scenes before he actually appears in his new
costume, feigning madness (III, iv); he maintains
this disguise throughout that scene and well into
the next before speaking as Edgar in one brief
‘aside’ and the soliloquy that closes the scene (III,
vi). Few characters ever maintain so radical a dis-
guise for more than one full scene . . . before some-
how reminding the audience that they are indeed
in disguise.48

In drawing attention to Edgar’s costume
changes and in connecting them with his mul-
tiple identities, the play reaffirms his platea
status. The references to Edgar’s vocal shifts
serve a similar purpose. On the early modern
stage both costume and voice could consti-
tute identity. In the anonymous play Look
About You (c. 1599) characters repeatedly dis-
guise themselves by adopting both the cloth-
ing and the speech impediments of other
characters.49 In Twelfth Night Feste’s change
in voice fools Malvolio into thinking he is
conversing with Sir Topas. In the scene at the
cliffs of Dover, then, Edgar’s reference to his
own ‘chang’d . . . Garments’ draws on a per-
formance tradition where clothing and voice
functioned as theatrical signifiers. Edgar’s
skilful description of the non-existent ocean
vista and his ironic allusions to costume and
voice work together to align him more closely
with the playhouse audience. 

Of all the characters in this scene, Edgar is
the one who most often deploys the perform-
ance conventions that playgoers themselves
used to interpret the play. The ‘proximity’ to
the audience that Weimann sees as the hall-
mark of platea characters might be better
understood in terms of theatrical signifiers:
the more a character is aware of the playhouse
conventions upon which audience members
relied and the more he or she can manipulate
them within the represented fiction, the more
that character is in the platea.

Knowing What ‘Really’ Happened

In order to nuance our ideas about locus and
platea further, I turn now to a moment from
Henry IV, Part One. The references to costume
in the scene from King Lear suggest that, in
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reformulating Weimann’s concepts, the theat-
rical signifiers at stake include not only visual,
aural, and verbal cues but also material
objects. An episode towards the end of Henry
IV, Part One suggests that theatrical signifiers
also include material subjects – that is, the
bodies of actors. In Act V, Scene iv, when
Prince Hal is locked in battle with Henry
‘Hotspur’ Percy, the two men are interrupted
by the entrance of Douglas. Falstaff, who has
been watching Hal and Hotspur while trying
to keep out of the conflict, is reluctantly forced
into combat. The stage direction reads: ‘Enter
Dowglas, he fights with Falstaffe, who fals down
as if he were dead. The Prince killeth Percie’
(TLN 3040–1; V, iv, 75). Immediately after the
fight, Hal gazes upon the ‘dead’ bodies of
Hotspur and Falstaff and delivers a solilo-
quy. Both actions position the Prince in the
platea – he addresses the audience directly,
and he looks upon bodies that are unable to
‘look back’. 

However, shortly after Hal exits the stage,
Falstaff ‘riseth vp’ (TLN 3076; V, iv, 109),
revealing that he was not, in fact, dead but
was merely feigning death. Although earlier
confined to the locus, Falstaff’s revelation now
situates him in the platea. Because he pos-
sesses a more accurate picture than Hal of
what ‘really’ happened during the fight, Fal-
staff’s dramatic authority supersedes that of
the Prince. 

Falstaff’s speech also highlights another
convention of early modern theatre. When
he speaks directly to the audience, he con-
fides his fear that Hotspur might not really
be dead:

I am affraide of this Gun-powder Percy though
he be dead. How if hee should counterfeit too,
and rise? I am afraid hee would proue the
better counterfeit: therefore Ile make him sure:
yea, and Ile sweare I kill’d him. Why may not
hee rise as well as I?

(TLN 3086–91; V, iv, 118–23)

Falstaff’s lines draw attention to the fact that,
in the early modern playhouses, all ‘dead’
people were, in fact, counterfeiting. Cada-
vers could not be literally presented on stage,
and the body of the actor stood in for the
corpse.50 Prince Hal may speak directly with

the audience, and he may gaze upon bodies
that cannot gaze back, but Falstaff’s articula-
tion of how bodies signify in theatre situates
him more firmly in the platea.

An Alternative Authority of Performance

And now we can reformulate Weimann’s
theory more completely. Rather than seeing
locus and platea as functions of stage geog-
raphy, social legitimacy, or actor–audience
interactivity, it seems most useful to recon-
ceptualize them in terms of the way presen-
tational elements in performance come to
signify within the represented fiction. Regard-
less of their status within the represented
fiction of the play, those characters who are
most aware of this theatrical ‘semiotics’ and
who showcase their ability to manipulate such
signifiers are privileged by the performance
medium. Because this theatrical semiotics is
the system by which playgoers create mean-
ing in the Renaissance playhouse, Weimann
is right that what is privileged in perform-
ance is a function of the actor–audience
relationship. However, Weimann is wrong in
suggesting that certain figures might be
understood specifically as platea characters.51

Certain scenes or parts of scenes can also
foreground theatrical conventions, even if
characters within them do not. 

The feigned storm scene in Act IV, Scene i
of Two Noble Kinsmen, for example, draws
attention to the phenomenological impossi-
bility of distinguishing between a fake storm
and a ‘real’ storm on the bare platform stage.
It emphasizes the necessity of verbal cues,
actors’ movements, and props in signifying
what cannot be literally presented on the
stage. So while certain characters utilize the
platea techniques more often, the terms locus
and platea inherently describe presentational
dynamics of performance, not characters. 

A theory of what is privileged in early
modern theatrical performance might best
be formulated, then, as follows: regardless
of who is socially privileged within the world
of the play and regardless of what is pri-
vileged, thematically or otherwise, in a text-
based analysis, moments in these plays that
foregrounded the process by which elements
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presented onstage came to signify within the
represented fiction were theatrically privileged.

If embedded in the signifying practices of
the early modern theatre was a system of
social relations and cultural understandings
specific to that time, then theorizing the
relationship between the presentational and
the representational is a necessary first step
to enriching both our ideas about Shake-
speare’s theatre and our interpretations of
early modern history and culture.
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