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In July 2022, I moved to rural Virginia to take up a new job working in partner-
ship with the American Shakespeare Center and its Blackfriars Playhouse; in the
same month, a new replica Elizabethan theatre, the Cockpit Theatre of Shake-
speare North Playhouse (SNP), opened in Prescot, Merseyside, fourteen miles
from where I grew up. Replica theatres (including New Zealand’s Pop-up Globe)
pop up where one may least expect them, but each one emerges both in conversa-
tion with the evergrowing international network of shared-light theatres and in
specific localized conditions. The very fact of the SNP being successfully built
during a global pandemic is itself worthy of closer examination, but Tim Keenan’s
thoughtfully curated essay collection goes much further. 7he Shakespeare North
Playhouse: Replica Theatre and Their Uses is a disarmingly frank, polyvocal call
for fresh interrogation of the relationship between reimaginings of early modern
playing spaces and the communities that they serve.

As several of the contributors to this volume note, Knowsley (the region in
which Prescot is situated) is one of the most deprived local authorities in England
and Wales. This odd choice of location for the theatre was the result of several
intersecting, but not inherently aligned, interests: (1) the existence of a sixteenth-
century indoor playhouse in Prescot, about which we know relatively little; (2) the
opportunity to design a theatre based on the Cockpit-in-Court, for which better
architectural records exist than for any other early modern playhouse; and (3) the
desire for cultural regeneration in Knowsley. Keenan has sensitively chosen con-
tributors who reflect the many constituencies with a stake in SNP: theatre histor-
ians, local scholars, actors, directors, writers, education artists, practice-oriented
researchers, architects, and fundraisers. What emerges is a complex, integrated
narrative of the potentials and practicalities of this unlikely endeavour.

Elspeth Graham, one of the original creators of the project, explains that a
key historical driver of the project quickly became the presence in the region of
the earls of Derby, descendants both of Richard III's Thomas Stanley and of the
patrons of Lord Strange’s Men (37); Kathy Dacre, chair of project development
from 2008-21, begins the book by fantasizing about Shakespeare spending happy
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