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The status of the actor in society has never been entirely stable but has fluctuated 

from the beginnings of the theatre to the present day. The ancient Greeks often 

considered actors as servants of Dionysus, and their performances were a sort of religious 

rite. Roman actors, often slaves, were seen as the scraps of society, only one step above 

gladiators. In medieval Europe, both the theatre and the actor, suppressed by the Catholic 

Church, were almost non-existent but gradually re-emerged in the form of the liturgy and, 

later, the Mystery plays. The actors of Shakespeare’s age also saw fluctuations in 

reputation; actors were alternately classified as “vagabonds and sturdy beggars,” as an act 

of Parliament in 1572 defined them, and as servants of noblemen. 

As early as 1482, noblemen such as Richard, duke of Gloucester (later Richard 

III), the earl of Essex, and Lord Arundel kept acting companies among their retainers. 

But other than these select groups protected by nobles, actors lived lives of danger and 

instability because when they abandoned their respectable trades, they also left behind the 

comfort and protection of the trade guilds. 

However, life soon became much more difficult for both of these classes of 

actors. In 1572, Parliament passed two acts which damaged thespians’ social status. In 

the first one, the Queen forbade “‘the unlawful retaining of multitudes of unordinary 

servants by liveries, badges, and other signs and tokens (contrary to the good and ancient 

statutes and laws of this realm)’” in order to “curb the power of local grandees” (Dennis 

Kay, Shakespeare: His Life, Work, and Era [New York: William Morrow and Company, 

Inc., 1992], 88). One result of this was that some of the actors, now considered 

superfluous, were turned away. 

To make matters even worse, these actors faced yet another impediment: the 

“‘Acte for the punishment of Vacabondes’” (Kay, 88), in which actors were declared 

“vagabonds and masterless men and hence were subject to arrest and imprisonment” 

(Thomas Marc Parrott and Robert Hamilton Ball, A Short View of Elizabethan Drama 

[New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1943], 46). 

However, there were still nobles, such as the earl of Leicester and the earl of 

Sussex, who endorsed players; the protector would usually seek royal permission for 

these actors to perform in London or, less frequently, some other less prestigious town. 

Thus the actors were able to venture forth without fear of arrest. It is through these 

circumstances that Shakespeare ends up an actor in London. 

There are many theories--guesses really--of how Shakespeare got into the theatre. 

He may have joined a group of strolling players, performed around the countryside, and 

eventually made it to London, the theatrical hub of Britain. Another theory suggests that 

he began as a schoolmaster, wrote a play (possibly The Comedy of Errors) and then 

decided to take it to London; or, alternately, he could have simply gone directly to that 

great city, with or without a play in hand, to try his luck. 

An interesting speculation is that while he was young, Shakespeare might have 

participated in one of the cycles of Mystery plays in Stratford: “On one occasion the 

Stratford corporation laid out money for an entertainment at Pentecost. In 1583 they paid 

13s 4d ‘to Davi Jones and his company for his pastime at Whitsuntide.’ Davi Jones had 

been married to Elizabeth, the daughter of Adrian Quiney, and after her death in 1579 he 

took as his wife a Hathaway, Frances. Was Shakespeare one of the youths who trimmed 

themselves for the Whitsun pastime?” (S. Schoenbaum, William Shakespeare: A 

Compact Documentary Life [New York: New American Library, 1977], 111). 



But however he got into the theatre and to London, he had made a very definite 

impression on his competitors by 1592, when playwright Robert Greene attacked 

Shakespeare as both actor and author: “‘There is an upstart Crow, beautified with our 

feathers, that with his Tiger’s heart wrapt in a Player’s hide, supposes he is as well able to 

bombast out a blank verse as the best of you: and . . . is in his own conceit the only 

Shake-scene in a country’” (G. B. Harrison, Introducing Shakespeare [New York: 

Penguin Books, Inc., 1947], 1). 

We don’t often think of Shakespeare as primarily an actor, perhaps because most 

of what we know of him comes from the plays he wrote rather than the parts he played. 

Nevertheless, he made much of his money as an actor and sharer in his company: “At 

least to start with, his status, his security derived more from his acting skill and his eye 

for business than from his pen” (Kay, 95). Had he been only a playwright, he would 

likely have died a poor man, as did Robert Greene: “In the autumn of 1592, Robert 

Greene, the most popular author of his generation, lay penniless and dying. . . . The 

players had grown rich on the products of his brain, and now he was deserted and alone” 

(Harrison, 1). 

While Shakespeare made a career of acting, there are critics who might dispute 

his acting talent. For instance, almost a century after Shakespeare’s death, “an 

anonymous enthusiast of the stage . . . remarked . . . that ‘Shakespear . . . was a much 

better poet, than player’” (Schoenbaum, 201). However, Shakespeare could have been 

quite a good actor, and this statement would still be true. One sign of his skill as an actor 

is that he is mentioned in the same breath with Burbage and Kemp: “The accounts of the 

royal household for Mar 15 [1595] record payments to ‘William Kempe William 

Shakespeare & Richarde Burbage seruantes to the Lord Chamberlain’” (Kay, 174). 

Another significant indication of his talent is the very fact that he played in 

London rather than touring other less lucrative towns. If players were to be legally 

retained by noblemen, they had to prove they could act, and one means of demonstrating 

their legitimacy was playing at court for Queen Elizabeth. The more skilled companies 

obtained the queen’s favor and were granted permission to remain in London. 

Not all companies, however, were so fortunate: “Sussex’s men may not have been 

quite up to the transition from rural inn-yards to the more demanding circumstances of 

court performance. Just before the Christmas season of 1574, for example, they were 

inspected (‘perused’) by officials of the Revels Office, with a view to being permitted to 

perform before the queen; but they did not perform” (Kay, 90). Shakespeare and his 

company, on the other hand, performed successfully in London from the early 1590s until 

1611. 

It would be a mistake to classify William Shakespeare as only a playwright, even 

the greatest playwright of the English-speaking world; he was also “an actor, a sharer, a 

member of a company” (Kay, 95), obligations that were extremely relevant to his plays. 

As a man of the theatre writing for a company, he knew what would work on stage and 

what would not and was able to make his plays practical as well as brilliant. And perhaps 

more importantly, his theatrical experience must have taught him much about the human 

experience, about everyday lives and roles, just as his plays show us that “All the world’s 

a stage, / And all the men and women merely players” (As You Like It, 2.7.149-50). 

 


