
English Theater and the Multicultural
Mediterranean: An Exploration of Exchange
and Influence in Early Modern Cultural History
The early modern period (c. 1500-1700) witnessed a significant expansion
of European trade and exploration, which led to increased contact between
different cultures and the exchange of ideas and artistic practices. The
Mediterranean Sea, a crossroads of civilizations, played a particularly
pivotal role in this cultural exchange, facilitating the transmission of artistic
influences between Europe, North Africa, and the Middle East. This article
explores the multifaceted relationship between English theater and the
multicultural Mediterranean, examining how the vibrant cultural landscape
of the Mediterranean influenced the development of English drama and
how English theater, in turn, contributed to the cultural tapestry of the
region.

The Mediterranean as a Crucible of Cultural Exchange

The Mediterranean Sea has long been a hub of cultural exchange, with
civilizations from around the world converging on its shores. In the early
modern period, the Mediterranean was a melting pot of different cultures,
languages, and religions. This cultural diversity created a fertile
environment for the exchange of ideas and artistic practices.

One of the most important factors that contributed to the cultural exchange
in the Mediterranean was the rise of maritime trade. The expansion of
European trade routes led to increased contact between Europeans and
non-Europeans, and this contact facilitated the exchange of goods, ideas,
and cultural practices. For example, the spice trade between Europe and



Asia introduced Europeans to new foods, spices, and textiles, which had a
significant impact on European cuisine, fashion, and culture.
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Another factor that contributed to the cultural exchange in the
Mediterranean was the rise of Islam. The spread of Islam across North
Africa and the Middle East brought a new cultural and religious perspective
to the Mediterranean region. Islamic culture had a profound influence on
European art, architecture, and literature, and it also introduced Europeans
to new scientific and philosophical ideas.

The Influence of Mediterranean Culture on English Theater

The vibrant cultural landscape of the Mediterranean had a significant
influence on the development of English theater. English playwrights were
exposed to a wide range of Mediterranean cultures, including Italian,
Spanish, and Turkish, and these influences can be seen in their work.
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One of the most obvious ways in which Mediterranean culture influenced
English theater was through the adoption of theatrical conventions. For
example, the use of the proscenium stage, the curtain, and the raised stage
were all conventions that were borrowed from Italian theater. English
playwrights also adopted the commedia dell'arte, a type of improvisational
theater that originated in Italy.

In addition to theatrical conventions, Mediterranean culture also influenced
the content of English plays. For example, many English plays of the early
modern period were set in the Mediterranean, and they featured characters
from a variety of Mediterranean cultures. These plays often explored
themes of love, honor, and revenge, which were common themes in
Mediterranean literature.

The Influence of English Theater on Mediterranean Culture

While English theater was influenced by Mediterranean culture, it also had
a significant impact on the cultural landscape of the Mediterranean. English
plays were performed in theaters and courts throughout the Mediterranean,
and they were translated into a variety of languages. This exposure to
English theater helped to spread English culture and ideas throughout the
Mediterranean region.

In addition to spreading English culture, English theater also had a direct
impact on the development of theater in the Mediterranean. For example,
the commedia dell'arte was introduced to England by Italian actors, and it
quickly became a popular form of entertainment. English actors also toured
the Mediterranean, and they helped to introduce new theatrical techniques
and ideas to the region.



The relationship between English theater and the multicultural
Mediterranean was a complex and multifaceted one. English theater was
influenced by a wide range of Mediterranean cultures, and it, in turn, had a
significant impact on the cultural landscape of the Mediterranean. This
exchange of ideas and artistic practices helped to create a vibrant and
cosmopolitan cultural landscape that continues to inspire artists and
scholars today.

Further Reading

The Mediterranean and the English Renaissance

Shakespeare and the Mediterranean

The Cambridge Companion to English Renaissance Drama
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