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It has long been an open question as to where the prompter sat—or, indeed, stood—in the early modern theatre. From his position, was he visible to the audience? Could he watch and hear the play? And could he be seen and heard by the actors? The new Globe (‘Shakespeare’s Globe’) has, of course, run up against this problem, and the answer its researchers have come up with is that the prompter was backstage in the tiring-room: from there, it has been argued, he could direct actors’ entrances and exits and oversee the production of noises and business from ‘within’. The problem is that a prompter situated behind the heavy oak frons scenae that divides tiring-room from acting-space, has difficulty seeing or hearing the actors perform; while onstage actors find it almost impossible to pick up on anything said to them from backstage. The conclusion Shakespeare’s Globe has reached, therefore, is that the early modern prompter did not, in fact, ‘prompt’, and this has been articulated in a number of books and articles.
 The idea is directly contradicted by plays of Shakespeare’s time—including Globe plays—with their references to outdated prologues ‘faintly spoke / After the Prompter’ (Romeo and Juliet, perf. Theatre, 1594-6), their cues that do or do not need prompting (‘Were it my Cue to fight, I should haue knowne it / Without a Prompter’ (Othello, TLN 301, perf. Globe, 1603-4), and their scape-goat for when actors are ‘out’: ‘Pox take the Prompter’ (Goffe, Careles Shepherdess perf. Cockpit? 1638).
 And it is contradicted by the term ‘prompter’ itself, in use at the time as in the examples just cited, whose very title means ‘one who helps a speaker or reciter by supplying him, when at a loss, with a name, word, or something to say’ (OED)—or, as glosses from the period put it, ‘a prompter: he that telleth the players their parte’.
 True, this same functionary seems sometimes to have been known as book-holder or book-keeper, names that at first glance may seem to imply more of a concern with looking after the theatre’s full playtext, the ‘book’, than helping out actors who are stuck. But ‘book-holding’ itself essentially meant prompting, as Will Summers in Nashe’s Summer’s Last Will [perf. Whitgift’s household? 1592] makes clear when he asks the prompter to ‘holde the booke well,’ as the only way of ensuring that ‘we be not non plus in the latter end of the play’.
 The titles were, anyway, interchangeable: John Higgins in his Nomenclator describes ‘He that telleth the players their part when they are out and have forgotten’ as ‘the prompter or booke-holder’;
 Florio in his Worlde of Wordes defines Burriasso as ‘a prompter, or one that keepes the book for plaiers’.
 Despite the modern tendency to favour the term ‘book-keeper’ over ‘prompter’, the early playhouse accepted all three, but actually had a preference for ‘prompter’—my rough count of plays performed before 1660 that refer to the functionary, show five opting for ‘book-holder’ (three of which are by Jonson),
 two, ‘book-keeper’ (the term also used by Henry Herbert, Master of the Revels),
 and ten, ‘prompter’.

This paper sets out to show that the person who, for ease of reference, and because of the subject of this article, I will call the ‘prompter’, was situated behind a curtain between tiring-room and stage; from here his commands and prompts could easily be heard; from here he was also able, when necessary, to peep out at the action.

Firstly, it is clear that in early modern theatres what was said backstage could be heard on the stage and vice versa: plays of the time harp metatheatrically on the to-and-fro between both places. One prologue begs for silence because ‘I heare the players prest, in presence foorth to come’: the prologue on stage, hears someone off stage, telling the actors to enter.
 That that someone was the prompter is suggested by Brome’s Antipodes, in which a voice emanates from ‘within’ urging ‘Dismisse the Court’, to which Letoy responds, ‘Dismisse the court, cannot you heare the prompter?’
 The reverse was also the case: people situated behind the frons scenae could hear what was happening on the other side, as is illustrated by the simple fact that the actors’ notice of entrance was a verbal ‘cue’ or ‘watchword’ from the stage (consisting of the last one, two or three words to be spoken before they were due to emerge). Entrance cues are given on the ‘part’ of Orlando—the only surviving Elizabethan actor’s script—and are well documented elsewhere.
 Shakespeare in A Midsummer Night’s Dream [perf. Theatre, 1596], has Bottom/Pyrramus give out his line ‘Curst be thy stones for thus deceiuing mee’, followed by the explanation, ‘Deceiuing me / is Thisbies cue; she is to enter, and I am to spy / Her through the wall’ (TLN 1983-6); while George Wilkins, perhaps co-writer, with Shakespeare, of the play Pericles, describes in his prose narrative Pericles Prince of Tyre, the moment when the Pander told Marina ‘that the Lorde Lysimachus was come, and as if the word Come had beene his kew, he entred the Chamber’.
 Butler in his 1633 English Grammar describes a ‘Q’ as ‘a note of entrance for actors, because it is the first letter of quando, when, showing when to enter and speak’; and many plays casually refer to the use of entrance cues: ‘She’s perfect, & will come out vpon her qu, I warrant you’; ‘step aside, and come when thy que  is’; ‘she hath entred the Dutches iust at her que’; and so forth.
 Surviving ‘playbooks’—playhouse texts marked up for theatrical use—sometimes show the names of actors added into the margins a few lines in advance of their actual entrance, which confirms that there was good audibility between front- and back-stage—for the prompter (or perhaps, as in later theatres, a call-boy) needed to hear what point the performance had reached to know when to gather up the players in the tiring-house. Though playbooks contain no markings specifically to indicate that they were used to check lines spoken on stage, their very existence illustrates that: a list of entrances and props—the ‘plat’ or ‘plot’ of the play—seems to have hung backstage as a matter of course;
 that the ‘book’ was still necessary shows that it served an additional purpose. People back-stage and people on stage seem, in fact, to have relied on hearing each other. So the first suggestion to make is that maybe the beautifully constructed new Globe, with its carefully crafted solid wooden frame, is simply too well built to allow the free-flow of sound between tiring-house and stage that probably naturally occurred in the actual Globe—a playhouse assembled out of the pared-down left-overs from an earlier theatre.

But another important detail to be considered is offered by the anonymous Lady Alimony, published in 1659, but thought to be a revision of a Caroline play. In the first scene of Lady Alimony a playwright and a book-holder have a conversation; both are given names relevant to their professions. The playwright is called Timon because of his ‘his rich Timonick Fancy’; while the man who has been ‘Book-holder to my Revels for decads [sic] of years’ is named ‘Siparius’, curtain. 
 

The precise definition of ‘siparium’ is given by Thomas Thomas in his 1587 Dictionarium: ‘a courtaine or veile drawne when the players come vpon the stage’—the siparium is a curtained place of entrance.
 But in Lady Alimony, the space covered by the hanging is more precisely identified. Timon asks Siparius the question designed to explain the latter’s title: ‘Be your Stage-curtains artificially drawn, and so covertly shrouded, as the squint-ey’d Groundling may not peep in to your discovery?’
 The curtains in question cover a ‘discovery space’: in this play at any rate, prompter, curtains and discovery-space are all linked together.

A curtained space also, on occasion, held another person who was concerned with the success of the play but was not an actor in it: the playwright (or play-reviser). On the first performance of a new play, poets were often in attendance, partly to discover whether their text had been ‘damned’ altogether (or, as they hoped, greeted with a ‘plaudite’), and partly to find out what changes, if any, the audience wished them to make.
 In a high state of nervous tension, they concealed themselves in a place from which they could hear the action and peep out at the audience. This is how that place is described. In Beaumont and Fletcher’s Woman-Hater, the poet ‘towardes the latter end of [his] new play’ stands ‘peeping betwixt curtaines, so fearefully, that a bottle of Ale cannot be opened, but he thinks some body hisses’ [perf. Paul’s, 1606]; in Shirley’s The Duke’s Mistress, he ‘stands listning behind the arras / To heare what will become on’s Play’ [perf. Cockpit, 1636]; while Richard Brome in The English Moore does not want it said ‘He sculks behind the hangings as affraid / Of a hard censure’ [perf. Salisbury Court, 1637] (though he had some years earlier been described hovering with Jonson—whose servant he was—‘behind the Arras’ on 13 October 1614 to watch how the ‘new sufficient Play’ of Bartholomew Fair was received).
 When Glapthorne in Ladies Privilege describes the playwright as standing ‘pensive in the / Tyring-house to heare / Your Censures of his Play’ [perf. Cockpit, 1637-40], he indicates both that the place described as behind the curtains seems to be the same as ‘in the tiring-house’, and that the poet  can hear what is happening on stage from there.
 It is telling that from his first-performance hiding place the author tends also to be described as taking on tasks otherwise more usual to the prompter: prompting, and helping with entrances and exits. The actor Pollard starts his epilogue by claiming that he has just been ‘thrust on stage’ by the author himself in Shirley’s The Cardinal: 

I am coming to you, Gentlemen, the Poet

Has help’d me thus far on my way, but I’l

Be even with him ...

There will have been a limited number of curtained spaces free for  backstage functionaries: the one occupied by the poet is, I hesitantly suggest, the same as that occupied by the prompter.

The problem with becoming any more precise than this, is that the configuration of the frons and the placement of the curtains in the early modern playhouse is still a matter of dispute. Not all theatres necessarily had a central discovery-space—the Swan, for instance, does not appear to have one in the notorious Van Buchell/De Witt drawing.
 But as Tim Fitzpatrick and Wendy Millyard suggest in a fascinating reinterpretation of the evidence, the tiring-house wall in ‘round theatres’ may have been curved to follow the cants of the polygonal structure of the building. If that were the case, then the frons will have contained a hollow space in its middle that could be curtained off and turned into a central discovery space—though the argument does not address the nature of the discovery space in square theatres, or on travelling stages.
 Alternatively the two doorways alone may have constituted the space in question: their wooden doors could have been pinned back for performance, with curtains hung across the gap and drawn back to reveal discoveries.
 Dessen and Thomson show that on a surprising number of occasions the knocking sound for a door was made from ‘within’, and this is perhaps why. Or possibly all three spaces were curtained. For entrances are frequently described as happening through hangings in literature of the time. Thomas’ definition of siparium has already been given—but elsewhere in his Dictionarium Thomas employs a different word, ‘cortina’, which he describes as ‘the couered place in a stage, whence the players come out’. Curtained areas that gave straight from the tiring-house to the stage are referred to in a variety of different texts. Tarlton was said by Peacham to have a habit of sticking his head ‘The Tire-house doore and Tapistrie betweene’ which would set the multitude in a roar; Thrift in Goffe’s Careles Shepherdess ‘never saw Rheade peeping through the Curtain, / But ravishing joy enter’d into my heart’.
 Players too tacitly sneaked a look through the curtains to find out how many people had turned up to watch the performance: Davenant, writing in the 1640s about the theatres of the past, mentions how the ‘halfe dress’d Player’ would look out ‘Through th’hangings … to see how th’house did fill’.
 And hangings through which a hidden actor could ‘peep’ are used to embellish the story of various plays—as when Volpone ‘peepes from behinde a trauerse’, or Cromwell enters in King Charles I, ‘having been seen to peep through the hangings, during the Colloquie’; or ‘Fresco peepes fearefully forth from behinde the Arras’.
 References from numerous plays of the period suggest that there was a curtained area for concealing a player—but through which, the hidden actor could hear everything: ‘I would you … had beene behind the Arras but to haue heard her’; ‘wee’le stand behind the Arras & heare all’.
 

Shakespeare used hangings regularly. He had Polonius convey himself ‘Behinde the Arras … To heare the Process’ in Hamlet (TLN 2302-4); Falstaff decide to ‘ensconce mee behinde the Arras’ in The Merry Wives (TLN 1430); while the executioners in King John are told to go ‘hence, and watch’ from a position ‘Within the Arras’ (TLN 1575, 1572). Of course, these references are many of them part of the ‘fiction’ of the story—but they are backed up by a host of stage-directions confirming the use of hangings. Dessen and Thomson quote fifteen plays in which stage directions directly refer to characters behind the arras, nine in which they are behind the hangings, five in which they go behind the curtains, two in which they hide behind traverses; there is also a list of other more casually-phrased stage-directions tending towards the same thing.
 To these I would add a reference from the ‘plot’ of Alcazar, a Rose theatre play: ‘t>o them <l>ying behind the Curt<a>ines 3 Furies’.
 Significantly, characters behind curtains do not always enter back out on to the stage: going through the curtains has effected their exit—an indication that the space covered opened directly to the backstage area. And as for characters who do re-enter—that illustrates the total audibility the curtain offered, for from behind there they have no problem picking up their next entrance cue. 

Here I am simply concerned to make the point that hangings were regularly used; that they were used for listening through and peeping out of; and that at least some of them led directly to the tiring-house. For it is surely behind the tiring-house hangings that the prompter situated himself. In this way he could keep full command over the back-stage actors, but was separated from the action on the stage only by a thin cloth. The (or a) playwright, I imagine, spent the first performance in that same space, which may well also have been the curtained area through which actors peeped at the audience. Historically, the booth theatres from which the first London playhouses took their pattern, consisted of a podium flanked with curtained screens through which the actors emerged, and it seems likely that the prompter’s position behind the siparium dates from then. Whether the prompter was in a central aperture or behind an entrance- doorway depends on what the Globe was like—the former is more probable if we imagine a playhouse of the old configuration; less probable if what Fitzpatrick and Millyard say is true, as the enclosure they conjecture would not easily admit of the lighting necessary for reading a book, and would cut the prompter off from the tiring-house. If the central enclosure took the form of that in the present Globe, then the constant use prompter and author had for it would explain why set-piece ‘discoveries’ are not very often required there by plays—a question raised by Bernard Beckerman.
 

Either way, having portals at the present Globe curtained rather than shuttered would improve audibility between back and front stage, and allow the well-placed prompter to hear—and, selectively, to see—what is happening during a performance. It would also give actors quieter and less time-consuming entrances. This, on one level, Shakespeare’s Globe recognises. Its doors are curtained for the current production of Hamlet, and new possibilities for the arrangement of the frons are being examined: in a recent workshop, curtains of different weight and texture were placed over the various openings, and actors were asked to use them to explore entrances, concealments and funny business.
 But the spirit of experimentation has not been extended; tiring-house matters are still being decided based on the assumption that the rebuilt Globe is already ‘accurate’. The firm wood-and-plaster barrier that at present divides the stage of Shakespeare’s Globe from its tiring-room may be causing difficulties with audibility, but there is a serious danger in drawing conclusions from this about the prompter at the original Globe—particularly when those conclusions fly in the face of historical evidence. What the problem in fact tells us is neither that there was no prompter, nor that the prompter did not prompt, but that the prompter’s position and the arrangement of the frons in the new Globe need further exploration.
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